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Preface
Like most of the people who are the subject of this book, I lived in a kind of dual world for
the past years. My research activities not only contributed to my professional career but also
stretched my life world beyond the borders of my country of settlement: I stayed in the
Philippines three times for several months each time, and as I was heartily welcomed there,
made new friends, understood better and got used to Philippine customs and culture, and
developed my own daily rituals also in that other country, I increasingly felt more at home
there. During the span of my PhD project, I lived here and there—in the Netherlands and in
the Philippines.
But also in quite another—more ambivalent—way, I lived in a dual world. On the one
hand, I have often counted the blessings of having been given the opportunity to engage
myself in such an interesting research project (that allowed me to live in the type of dual
world mentioned above). On the other hand, I, like probably most PhD students, have every
so often also condemned the worrisome act of doing academic work—and, particularly, of
writing this thesis.
My doctoral research was a journey in both senses, between geographically remote
places and my emotional poles. This book is the result of that journey. Writing this preface, I
am now arriving at the destination—which at times seemed so far away.
So, with a deep sigh of honest relief and satisfaction, here it is … almost at least: the final
period. Such a simple symbol, yet to me representing the closure of the life chapter “being a
PhD student”—and the beginning of a new life chapter, one which in fact is central in this
thesis: that of “being a business owner-operator.” A new and rather different life chapter
indeed, yet I enter it with many lessons learned during the previous one. Practical lessons—
first and foremost provided by the academic scene: how to do research, how to interview,
how to read, interpret, and analyze, and, probably the hardest lesson to learn (and still so
much to learn about it!), how to “write academically.”
As regards all of this, I first of all and specifically thank my supervisors. Leo and Ton, I
realize I must have caused you hard times every now and then. My doubts about my work
were not only difficult to deal with personally. Apart from our constructive and substantive
talks, I, looking back on the process, can now even appreciate your, each in your own specific
way, down-to-earth remarks or nigh ironic looks when I made problems “out of nothing.”
Even though you both went through quite some drastic career changes while I was struggling with the thesis, you stayed involved and I appreciate that. Therefore, I thank you dearly
for your enduring trust in me and my ability to bring this project to a successful end.
I also thank my colleagues in Nijmegen, at the department of Human Geography and at
the Centre for International Development Issues, for their critical comments on my activities
and thoughts. I am however even more grateful for the interest that you (some in particular)
kept showing, even after my self-chosen distance from “the group” (this distance needed to
be able to focus on finalizing this task). Your curious glances around the corner of my doorway heartened my worries and helped me keep my head up high.
Yet, beyond the practical lessons obtained from supervisors, colleagues, and the academic scene in general, I have also gathered, and in all honesty value more, many “life
lessons.” Speaking with people of all sorts, listening to the life stories of many, I learned
about life and its ups and downs About taking risks. About dealing with adversity. And about
turning lemons into lemonade.
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The many Filipinos I spoke with, both “here and there,” were and still are an important
source of inspiration on how to make life a fruitful and more meaningful experience. I
gratefully thank all those who opened their doors, and often also their minds and hearts, for
me. Sharing intimate experiences, thoughts, and feelings, they not only provided the answers
to my research questions and thus valuably contributed to the success of the PhD life chapter, they also inspired me for my next chapter in life, that is, to walk the path of entrepreneurship myself—and to walk it in a social way.
Still it is not only the academic world and the research informants who deserve my
gratitude for guiding me along the PhD journey. This thesis could not have been accomplished without the practical and/or emotional support of many others.
Willem en Debbie, despite your busy lives you still found, somehow, the time and energy to reflect on the use of my English in this dissertation. No easy job to do because of my
stubborn insistence—every now and then—on keeping the beautiful phrases I had in mind.
Thank you so much for your efforts!
Thanks also to the ICT and secretariat of the department of Human Geography; the secretariat literally kept me part of the university network even after my contract expired; the
ICT was more than once a ministering angel when my computer(s—at work and at home!)
refused services (as they did exceptionally often!). I could not have finished the thesis without your enduring practical support.
My friends, I honor you for your loyalty and commitment to me. Absorbing myself in
“the book” and for a long period nearly completely withdrawing from any social activity, I
was the “lesser friend.” Indeed, I am puzzled by, but also inexpressibly grateful for, your
patience and sympathy.
Sweet Toon of mine, you too had to “endure” me. Especially since you came into my life
when I was already plodding on with this final task, the writing of the thesis—and thus
missed my generally more cheerful accounts (and corresponding moods) of my experiences
in the field (although, I must say in all honesty, I don’t know whether I would have found that
much pleasure in exploring the Philippines all by myself had we at that time already been
together). Being a man of deeds rather than of words, my endless typing—and metaphorical
as well as literal worries about periods and commas—must have been virtually beyond your
imagination. Yet, you tried to imagine, and I love you for that.
Finally, I want to thank my family—my parents Jan and Neleke, my grandmother, my
brother Krystof. Growing up with and amongst you made me who I am today; and today I
realize more than ever the importance of your unconditional love. You taught me respect for
people and planet, and encouraged me to make my own choices and chase my own dreams.
Even though you probably would not have made the same choices as I have, you were there,
still are there, and will always be there for me. The solidarity and solidity of our family truly
is unique.
Dear mam, you who, most of anyone, had to bear my changing and changeable moods in
the past years: enthusiasm on my new findings, experiences, and lessons, then insecurity—
sometimes to the extent of desperation—on how to write down that interesting story which
was paradoxically so frustratingly easy to tell vocally. Apart from your great emotional support, you were an incredible practical support to me: never could I drop by without leaving
without a box full of “labor vitamins”—not only did your delicious “mama-maaltjes” save me
time and energy, they also gave me the energy to get back to my computer after dinner and
do some more hours working.
And then my so beloved “oma Kokkie,” I truly feel favorite to have had you in my life.
Your sense of humor, your love for people and for life, and your level-headedness made you
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an extraordinary woman—and your countless sweet writings to me were every time again
the highlight of the day. Dear oma Kokkie, I have carefully stored every single postcard and
letter of you and “in gedachten knuffel ik je heel erg” (oma Kokkie, 5 juni 2003!).
That said, dad, I thank you for typing the longhand letters of both oma Kokkie and mam
and emailing them to me during my overseas stays. But you did and were so much more.
Despite your increasing sickness, you stayed involved in my work and in me personally
without abatement—literally until the end. It is therefore that I have saved these last words
for you. Of all people, I want you to know how much you meant, and mean, to me. Did you
ever realize how much your interest and pride helped me to keep confidence in my capabilities as a researcher; how eager I was to receive your critical comments on my writings and
ideas; how much I appreciated this extraordinary father-daughter relationship that we developed along the way? I surely hope so! And yes, I definitely missed you in these last years
of writing—both your proverbial kicks in the behind and your feathers in my cap, each of
which I could use so desperately every now and then. But even after your physical leaving,
you have always continued to be an important drive for me to accomplish this task. Therefore, I dedicate this book to you. And containing so much of both my past and future, the final
period in particular is for you. Here it is: .
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1.
Introduction
In the second half of the twentieth century, international migration has emerged as “one of
the main factors in social transformation and development in all regions of the world” (Castles 2000, 269). According to estimates by the United Nations, in 2005, there were nearly
191 million international migrants worldwide (refugees not included), up from 176 million
in 2000 and 75 million in 1960 (UN 2005). While rising, this still only accounts for three
percent of the world’s population (IOM [International Organization for Migration] 2005,
379). Rather than the quantitative growth, a more significant change in international migration patterns in recent years has been the increased concentration of migrants in a relatively
small number of destination countries. At the dawn of the 21st century, many countries in
the Western world are witnessing high levels of immigration and this trend looks set to increase further in the decades to come, as population mobility continues to increase (IOM
2005). This more focused human mobility is both an outcome and cause of the worldwide
economic integration and globalization. The massive inflow of immigrants and their incorporation into their adopted countries puts the existing social, political, and economic arrangements to the test and challenges cultural traditions, national identity, and political institutions, especially since this inflow is comprised of an increasingly heterogeneous population
in terms of origin, educational qualifications, and ethnic-cultural beliefs and practices.
Particularly in the 1990s, the number of international migrants in the European destination countries increased considerably: between 1970 and 2000, their numbers rose from
19 to 33 million, and their share of the total population increased from 4.1 to 6.4 percent
(IOM 2005, 381). In most of these countries, international migration has surfaced prominently in public, political, and academic debates. Much of the attention focuses on the limits
of cultural and ethnic diversity and on the immigrants’ supposedly stunted incorporation
into mainstream society. Ever since the 1970s, national governments have gradually tightened their immigration policies (see, for instance, Brochman and Hammar 1999, in Entzinger 2003, 44; De Haas 2003; Massey et al. 1998; Vasta 2007; WRR1 2007). This is in response
to the general economic slowdown and the growing migration pressure on the nations’
welfare institutions and labor markets, as well as a consequence of the increased hostile
attitude towards the ever rising number of immigrants. People whose conditions of life are
already changing in an unpredictable way see the newcomers more often as the cause of
insecurity and as “a danger to living standards, life styles and social cohesion” (Castles 2000,
278). Especially after September 11 2001, the polarization between the native and immigrant populations has sharpened and the political debate toughened. Since then, receiving
governments attempt to control immigration flows and the immigrants’ incorporation in the
“national interest.” Notably, the main focus of these public debates and policies is not on
immigrants from other western countries, but on those from non-western countries, who
are both economically and culturally more remote from the native populations and who are
therefore generally considered to be more vulnerable to social exclusion, economic marginalization, and cultural adaptation difficulties (WRR 2001, 17 – 18; also see Snel, Boom, and
Engbersen 2002)—and as a potentially greater threat to national unity and identity (Castles
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2000, 278; WRR 2007).2 Muslim immigrants in particular are on the receiving end of these
complaints and fears that abound in contemporary western multicultural societies.
The Netherlands is a case in point. Already since the late 1980s but especially since
2000, the previously assumed typical Dutch “tolerant approach” towards immigrant ethnic
minorities has come under increasing attack (Pijpers 2006; Vasta 2007). Right wing parties
have rapidly appeared and populist movements have gained strong political momentum
among the general public. Their portrayal of the multicultural society as a “tragedy” (Scheffer 2000) and of immigrants as “economic and cultural burdens” (Leung 2004, 60) resonates
with large layers of the population and has informed the introduction of ever stricter and
compulsory integration measures. However, as studies or statistical figures do not unambiguously provide solid justification for the prevailing negative perception of immigration and
ethnic diversity, these “politics of fear” seem to some extent rooted in “irrationality, exaggeration and political opportunism” (Pijpers 2006, 91 – 92). At present, migration and immigrants tend to be put a priori in a strongly negative light (De Haas 2003, 4).
In this sensitive context, it is thus important to understand how immigrants incorporate, or integrate, into mainstream society.3 Much debate exists on what exactly integration
entails, or should entail, as the concept strongly depends on political and normative preferences and so in the past few years is reformulated time and time again. There is no question
though that economic participation, either by wage work or by entrepreneurship, is considered a requirement for a proper functioning of the Dutch social welfare state, and a decisive
step in the immigrants’ incorporation into the adopted country. According to the government, economic independence is the main route to individual emancipation, social recognition, and participation also in other realms of life.4
This study focuses on entrepreneurship as a vehicle for social mobility and participation of immigrants in Dutch society. In the past decades, immigrant entrepreneurship has
increased tremendously in all advanced economies. Whereas the United States (and Britain)
has a longer history, the phenomenon has rapidly emerged in most European societies.
According to OECD data (in Oliveira and Rath 2008a, 15 – 16), between 2000 and 2005, in
many European countries, the relative weight of immigrants in the total number of entrepreneurs increased; taken over 14 European countries, the share of self-employed foreign2 Following the distinction of the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), western countries include all
European countries (except for Turkey), North America, Oceania, Japan and Indonesia; the non-western
countries comprise Turkey and all countries in Africa (except for South Africa), Latin America, and Asia
(excluding Japan and Indonesia). It must moreover be noted that Dutch media and (policy) reporting tend to
use the term “allochthonous” rather than the term “immigrant.” Mainly due to the prevalent negative media
reporting on the subject of migration and integration, the term “allochthonous” has however taken a pejorative undertone. Various groups in society, in particular Islamic groups, think the designation as “allochthonous” is stigmatizing, referring to foreigners that are badly integrated in mainstream society. For this reason,
it has been proposed several times within policy circles to prohibit the use of the term in official documents;
in the absence of alternatives, this turned out not practicable. In light of this controversy on the term “allochthonous,” I choose to use the term “immigrant” as this to my view is a more neutral term, plainly reflecting
that these people were born in another country (first generation), or were born in the Netherlands but have at
least one parent born abroad (second generation). (In similar way, I use the word “native” (or native Dutch)
instead of the word “autochthonous” to refer to the indigenous population of the Netherlands.)
3 In migration research, terms such as incorporation, acculturation, assimilation, inclusion, insertion, and
adaptation are very popular, whereas the concept of integration is currently widely used in policy circles.
While there is much debate on their precise meanings and definitions, I will use the terms integration,
incorporation, and adaptation interchangeably, simply referring to the “incorporation of new elements
(immigrants) into an existing social system” (Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006, 287). Thus, integration,
incorporation, and adaptation each allude to the process in which immigrants seek to build a life in the
adopted country and partake in its institutions and everyday life.
4 Ministerie van Economische Zaken (Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs) 2005; Ministerie van VROM (Dutch
Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment) 2007; WRR 2001, 2007.
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born rose from 9.3 to 11.5 percent (though this rate showed considerable variation between
these countries). Undoubtedly, immigrant entrepreneurship now plays an important role in
all advanced urban economies and can be considered a typical feature of contemporary cities
in all western nations (Rath 2000c). Accordingly, immigrants’ entrepreneurial activities have
been the subject of an abundant body of academic literature. Most studies focus on the questions of why some immigrant groups engage in business more than others, why some groups
seem to do better than others, and what outcomes their entrepreneurship yields (Zhou
2004, 1046). Still, much of the literature fails to reveal the variegated realities of the people
behind the business; as “individuals rarely figure in theoretical explanations, their variability
remains an enigma and their motivations and actions far from clear” (Peters 2002, 45).
This thesis investigates the heterogeneous experiences of immigrant entrepreneurs in
order to better understand the origins and consequences of their business engagement. It
aims to show the variety of pathways towards entrepreneurship, the diversity of business
practices, and the multiple meanings or functions that doing business may have for the immigrants. To this end, the present study focuses on one specific immigrant population, Filipinos in the Netherlands. It explores their business activities in relation to two increasingly
popular issues in today’s migration debate: first, the immigrants’ integration into the receiving society and, second, their enduring orientation towards their country of origin, captured by the notion of transnationalism. This first chapter introduces the political and
academic context in which the present study is embedded. It begins with the positioning of
entrepreneurship as an activity of immigrants that has captured a relatively positive appreciation amidst all pessimism and distrust that seems to dominate today’s perception of
the multicultural society. Section 1.2 continues with a more contested theme: the enduring
commitment that immigrants display towards their country of origin. Whereas nowadays
immigrants have more opportunity than before to move and act across political borders, the
importance of the nation-state certainly continues. In fact, immigrants may find themselves
caught between the contradictory claims of their sending and receiving governments. Having
depicted some of the paradoxes, dilemmas, and contradictions in the fields of transnationalism and integration, section 1.3 presents the central research questions, objectives, and
research case. The chapter concludes with an outline of the remainder of this thesis.

1.1 The Netherlands: revival and revaluation of entrepreneurship
Undeniably, the Netherlands has shown a rapid and drastic turn in public and policy discourse on migration and integration issues. Notwithstanding some fluctuations, this country
has continuously witnessed high levels of immigration ever since the mid-1980s.5 In 2007,
the number of people of non-Dutch origin residing in the Netherlands was 3,170,406—
nearly a fifth of the total population. This group consisted of both first and second-generation immigrants; and more than half of them came from non-western countries (CBS Stat-

5 During the 1980s the number of immigrants coming to the Netherlands varied between some 67,000 (in
1983 and 1984) to about 96,000 in 1987; most years since the 1990s, more than 100,000 immigrants (both
western and non-western) came in into the Netherlands every year. In 2000 and 2001, the human inflow
peaked, with the entrance of more than 130,000 people (Snel, Boom, and Engbersen 2002, 16 – 21). In the
years that followed, immigration decreased. In fact, between 2003 and 2006, more people left than entered
the Netherlands. In 2006, the tide turned as immigration once again increased considerably, a trend which
continued in 2007 and 2008. In 2008, 140,000 immigrants registered at Dutch municipalities, the highest
number ever noted by the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS 2009a).
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line 20086). Not only has immigration grown in numbers, it has also increased in diversity: in
1971, the Netherlands was home to “just” 28 different nationalities; in 1983 this number had
already reached 69, while in 1998, the country hosted 110 different nationalities (WRR
2001, 45). According to a report from the Office of Research and Statistics of the municipality
of Amsterdam, in 2009, the Dutch capital alone accommodated 177 nationalities; one year
before, the Netherlands as a whole was reported to number a total of 190 nationalities.7
Once widely known as a “liberal and tolerant country,” anti-immigration sentiments, or
perhaps even a “moral panic” about immigration and ethnic diversity (Pijpers 2006; Snel
2003a; Vasta 2007) are today widespread and are reflected in policy measures. Compared to
natives, immigrants in the Netherlands are, like elsewhere in Europe, more often found in a
marginalized position. This shows in the fields of education, income levels, and housing, and
especially in their continuously high levels of unemployment (CBS 2003, 2007; Commissie
Blok 2004; Vasta 2007), which over the past years has been around three times higher
among the non-western than among the native labor force (CBS 2009b; EIM 2004, 2007).
Populist politicians, backed up by one-sided media reporting (Pijpers 2006; Shahid 2008;
WRR 2007),8 tend to openly blame immigrants (Muslims in particular) for not having met
their responsibility to integrate and portray them as a threat to security, social cohesion, and
the welfare state (Vasta 2007, 713).9 In this strongly politicized debate on immigration and
integration, the question of which socioeconomic paths of insertion into Dutch society are
accessible to newcomers has thus become more relevant than ever.
In the past, both policymakers and scholars have primarily focused on salaried employment as a means to incorporate into society; self-employment and immigrant entrepreneurship received little attention (Rath and Kloosterman 1998). This narrow vision can be
attributed to the fact that, initially, most migrants came to the Netherlands to work as socalled guest workers. In 1996, approximately 80 percent of the immigrant labor force in the
Netherlands worked as employees and those who were not employed were commonly considered to be looking for jobs (Rath and Kloosterman 2000, 658). However, this focus on
salaried employment is less and less justified as the significance of immigrant entrepreneurship has increased in the Dutch economy, and is likely to continue to increase. Between 1986
and 2006, the number of first-generation non-western entrepreneurs almost quadrupled
from 14,860 to 57,105 (Van den Tillaart, 2007, 77).10 Moreover, over the past years, immigrant entrepreneurship grew relatively harder than all entrepreneurship in the Netherlands.
Between 1999 and 2004, the total number of entrepreneurs in the Netherlands grew from
926,000 to 987,000. The share of immigrant entrepreneurs within this group increased from
11.5 percent to almost 13 percent, while the share of non-western foreigners among all
immigrant entrepreneurs rose from around 32 percent to almost 39 percent (EIM 2007, 19 –
20). During this period, the entrepreneurial quote (the number of entrepreneurs per 1000
persons of the potential labor force of a population) thus rose faster among the non-western
immigrants than among both the native and western immigrant populations (ibid., 22). Even

Statline is the online data base of the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS).
from http://www.os.amsterdam.nl/nieuws/10409 and http://amsterdam.nl/@122657/driekwart/.
8 Also see the special issue of Migrantenstudies, which is dedicated to “communication and the multicultural
society” (Duits and Vliegenthart 2008).
9 A telling example is the anti-Koran movie Fitna (“evil” in Arabic) brought out by populist Wilders of the Freedom
Party (PVV) and after months of great international turmoil finally screened on the internet in spring 2008.
10 The figures given here only concern the number of entrepreneurs; of the 826,500 active companies (companies in which an entrepreneur generates an income, irrespective of his/her working hours) in the Netherlands
in 2005, around 13 percent were immigrant companies (108,100 companies); and over 40 percent of these
were non-western companies (EIM 2007, 37).
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though the participation rate of non-western immigrants in entrepreneurship in 2003 was
still far behind that of the native population at 45 and 95 respectively, and despite large
differences between the various ethnic populations11, immigrants increasingly opt for selfemployment and are catching up towards the national standard (Van den Tillaart 2007).
Clearly, entrepreneurship has grown in importance for immigrants as a means to integrate in Dutch society. Accordingly, since the 1990s, self-employment and entrepreneurship
are increasingly acknowledged and reassessed as mechanisms for individual integration of
immigrants into Dutch mainstream (EIM 2007; Ministerie van Economische Zaken 2005;
SER12 1998; WRR 2001). In fact, it may also be a vehicle for group integration, as immigrant
entrepreneurs often provide employment opportunities to co-ethnics and as such offer
chances on integration through paid work to those segments of the population that often
face substantial obstacles in the regular labor market (Rath and Kloosterman 2000; SER
1998; Tinnemans 1997; Van den Tillaart 2007; WRR 2001). Besides, when successful, these
entrepreneurs can have an important model function and provide a learning ground for
younger generations (Van den Tillaart 2007). Immigrant entrepreneurship has moreover
been revalued for its potential to benefit the local economy as well as larger society. Immigrant entrepreneurs contribute to the economy and quality of life in the older city areas as
they bring in new products or services, modes of marketing and distribution, and as they
through their networks connect the society of settlement with their society of origin (EIM
2007; Van Delft, Gorter, and Nijkamp 1998; Van den Tillaart 2007). All together, regardless
of the difficulties that they also encounter (e.g. problems with financing and troubled communication with the authorities [EIM 2007, 47; ITS 2007, 15]) immigrant entrepreneurs are
appreciated for the employment they create, their innovative power and flexibility, transnational networks, and readiness to work long hours (Leung 2004; Oliveira and Rath 2008a;
Rath and Kloosterman 1998, 2000).

Political and academic interest
Among all real and perceived threats that at present dominate the perspective on immigration, immigrant entrepreneurship thus seems to occupy a more positively valued position.
Correspondingly, in recent years, Dutch policy and academic interest in the subject has
revived (ITS 2007; Kloosterman 2003a; Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 2007; Van den
Tillaart 2007; Van den Tillaart and Poutsma 1998). The next chapter will elaborate on the
academic discourse on immigrant entrepreneurship as well as, briefly, on the Dutch institutional context in which immigrants operate; here, to underscore the relevance of the present
study, it suffices to say that research on this topic in the Netherlands has long been largely
policy driven and that Dutch academic studies of the phenomenon are of relatively recent
date (Rath 2001b).13 Besides, Dutch studies have generally focused on those groups that
display a greater inclination towards entrepreneurship, such as the Moroccans, Turks, Surinamese, and Antilleans (Kloosterman 2003a); the business activities of less entrepreneurial
immigrant populations—or of less visible immigrant groups—are practically ignored. Yet
11 In 2003, the Chinese group showed with 183 the highest entrepreneurial quote, nearly double that of the
native population. Surpassing the entrepreneurial participation rate among the natives, this group is exceptional among all immigrant groups. The first group after the Chinese in entrepreneurial inclination is that of
the Turks who have a considerably lower quote of 55 (EIM 2007, 23).
12 SER: Sociaal-Economische Raad; the Social and Economic Council of the Netherlands.
13 Rath (2001b, 3 – 4) mentions the existence of over 300 mostly Dutch academic publications as of 2001,
which for the most part provide numerical overviews and ethnographic accounts on the business activities of
populations such as Chinese, Italian, Greek, Surinamese, and Turks (or they describe entrepreneurship of all
immigrants in particular cities, neighbourhoods, or sectors).
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precisely the study of (the emergence of) entrepreneurship in such groups may contribute
new insights to the established explanations.
Another—general—weakness noted in the study of immigrant entrepreneurship is the
strong focus on groups and group processes. Especially in the first explanations developed in
the 1970s, but according to contemporary scholars also now still often, this activity has been
understood to be primarily “rooted in an ethno-cultural and social context” (Rath 2001a, 5;
also see Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001; Kanas, Van Tubergen, and Van der Lippe 2009;
Ram and Jones 2005).14 Since the 1980s however, the focus has started to broaden to include
the role of the wider context in which immigrants make decisions and operate their business.
Since then, the literature has slowly begun to converge on the various causes of immigrant
entrepreneurship: the social dimension as well as the economic and politico-institutional
context have been integrated into the explanations. The “mixed embeddedness approach,”
developed late 1990s by Dutch scholars Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath (1999), falls in
line with this discursive development and is now very popular among researchers.
At the same time, the debate on immigrant adaptation has been given a new dimension
or impetus, as people’s sense of belonging, and especially their acting upon that, appears to
have changed in relatively short time. Conventional concepts regarding the adaptation trajectories that immigrants may follow seem no longer adequate since today “the social world
extends well beyond the national container in which … old forms of adaptation were expected from migrants” (Leung 2004, 24). This observation further challenges our understanding of entrepreneurial engagement as one particular incorporation trajectory taken on
by immigrants.

1.2 Transnationalism: from below and from above
Along with the global economic restructuring and the transformation of the western advanced economies towards post-industrial societies, a new, or at least alternative, form of
international migration has emerged, characterized by “processes by which immigrants
build social fields that link together their country of origin and their country of settlement”—to just quote again the so oft-cited definition of what anthropologists Glick-Schiller,
Basch, and Blanc-Szanton (1992, 1) identified and labeled as “transnationalism.” Though
their observation broke new ground and their reconceptualization of international migrants
as transnational migrants (or transmigrants) rapidly gained much following, their innovative
approach soon also met with critiques. One of the major discussions concerned the question
whether indeed transnationalism was a new phenomenon (see for instance Kelly 2003;
Kivisto 2001; Leung 2005; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007); according to critics, it was not: migrants had always maintained ties to their countries of origin. Scholars have now come to

14 Both within the political and in the academic discourse on migration and migration related topics, including
immigrant entrepreneurship, “ethnicity” and “culture” are frequently used interchangeably. Time and again,
the “culture” of the immigrant group is reified as “ethnicity” and is “regarded as significant for the establishment of ‘ethnic businesses’” (Wahlbeck 2004, 113; also see Rath 2001b). Realizing that “culture” and “ethnicity” are ambiguous concepts and that there is no clear agreement among researchers on their relationship, I
will also use these concepts—as well as the compound adjective “ethnic-cultural”—rather lightly to denote
the (real or imagined) distinctness of the immigrants caused by their background of being born in another
country. That said, I do broadly maintain to use “ethnic” and “ethnicity” primarily with regard to matters of
identification with the “roots,” descent, or origin (referring to that other country of birth or a region within
that other country), and “cultural” or “culture” to refer to ways of seeing and doing things.
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accept the rather undefined concession that migrants may indeed always have participated in
social, economic, cultural, and political processes that keep them connected to their country
of origin, but that it is the more numerous, the more intensified, and the more diverse back
and forth movements, interactions, and relations or connectivities that distinguishes their
current behavior from earlier periods (Parnwell 2005; Portes 1997; Portes, Guarnizo, and
Landolt 1999; Vertovec 1999). Thus, what is novel at present is both the “scale and the scope
of the phenomenon” (Kelly 2003, 211; also see Faist 2000a), a development which is largely
attributable to the transportation and communication revolution.
Contemporary migrants are no longer as strongly pressed as before to choose between
temporary or permanent settlement. They no longer (need to) either completely abandon
their old worlds, and then “undergo a gradual but inevitable process of assimilation” into the
adopted country (Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999, 228). Similarly, they no longer (need
to) seclude themselves from the new society while maintaining strong connections with their
place of origin in view of their return (Parnwell 2005, 14). As Salih formulates it: “Migrants
are no longer caught in the trap between either assimilation or nostalgia and the ‘myth of
return’” (2002, 51). Instead, their lives seem to be featured by situations, possibilities, or
politics of “simultaneity” (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Yeoh,
Willis, and Fakhri 2003), also expressed as being or combining “here and there” (Smith 2001,
164), living “dual lives” (Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999), or, perhaps more accurately,
living “single lives in dual or multiple contexts” (Parnwell 2005, 14).
Living such “transnational lives” (Smith 2002), migrants are held responsible for the
creation of new “social fields that cross geographic, cultural and political borders” (Basch,
Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994, 7). These social fields have come to be referred to as,
among other things, “transnational villages” (Levitt 2001), “transnational fields” (Glick
Schiller and Fouron 1999; Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999; Vertovec 1999), or “transnational social spaces” (Faist 2000a; Pries 1999). However termed, they all refer to the multiple contexts of today’s migrants’ life world, which at least cover these people’s former and
current country of settlement but according to some (for instance Faist 2000a; Levitt and
Jaworsky 2007; Parnwell 2005) may also include other countries. While this phenomenon
has frequently been, and still often is, associated with and described in terms of placelessness, uprootedness, unboundedness, disembeddedness, and deterritorialization (see for
instance Adamson 2002; Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994; Faist 2000b; Guarnizo, Portes, and Haller 2003; Yeoh, Willis, and Fakhri 2003), it is now widely accepted that the
emerging social structures and the people who “inhabit” them, while spanning remote areas,
still are anchored in two (or more) nation-states (Faist 2000b, 192; Guarnizo and Smith
1998; Leung 2004; Wahlbeck 2004). Thus, “In the age of the global, the local is not superseded” (Mahler 1999, 713).
Analogous to the “fluidity and dynamism of human mobility” (Leung 2004, 16), clearly,
also migrants’ identification and belonging are no longer necessarily only or primarily directed at either the country of settlement or the country of origin, but more and more at both
regions at the same time. Migrants and migration-based communities increasingly articulate
identities and demands that are “formed within a transnational and global, as opposed to
simply a local or national, context” (Adamson 2002, 157). Such a “transnational understanding of identity formation” (also described as the fragmentation, hybridization, syncretism, or creolization of social identities—to use some of the postmodern lexicon [Faist 2000b;
Hannerz 1997; Vertovec 1999]) thus “disavows essentialist and unchanging notions of identity and emphasizes interconnectedness across borders, highlighting the notion that identities are constantly (re)worked, not in a freewheeling manner but through simultaneous
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embeddedness in more than one society” (Yeoh, Willis, and Fakhri 2003, 212 – 213). Accordingly, transnational scholars argue, migrants have “multiple allegiances, affinities, emotional attachments, solidarities, obligations, identities, senses of belonging, realms of
interaction and degrees of embeddedness which span international borders, straddle nation
states and seep through rigid geopolitical and conceptual borders” (Parnwell 2005, 13 – 14).
The central point now is that immigrants’ adaptation has become a more open and dynamic process that does not necessarily take place within the “container space” of the receiving nation-state alone (see, among others, Faist 2000a; Kelly 2003; Vertovec 2001). As
Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt argue:
These movements and the binational field that they gradually create amount to an alternative
adaptation path for immigrants in the advanced world. Whereas, previously, economic success
and social status depended exclusively on rapid acculturation and entrance into mainstream circles of the host society, at present they depend (at least for some) on cultivating strong social
networks across national borders. (1999, 228 – 29)15

Undeniably, this has serious implications for both the countries of origin and the countries of
settlement. The governments of both are faced with “novel forms of human agency” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 9) and a “supposedly greater significance of individual and collective
agency and action” (Parnwell 2005, 12) that does not stop at the borders of the country of
settlement. Consequently, both migrant sending and receiving regimes have placed international migration high on their political agendas; intriguingly, their migration policies appear
to stand in rather tensioned position towards one another.

Receiving government: curbing transnational belonging
As noted, the greater possibilities that immigrants nowadays have to maintain and express
their sense of belonging towards their country of origin challenge the long-standing paradigms regarding their adaptation to the adopted country (Leung 2004, 24), or, in Vertovec’s
words (2001, 578), the “conventional ‘scripts of belonging’.” Instead of a state-centric construction of social identity, it is argued that social and national identities no longer necessarily coincide (Cohen 1997, 175). Since, as Castles phrases it (2000, 279), “The new citizens are
not new nationals in the sense that they do not share the dominant culture,” national identity
as the traditional foundation of the nation-state is heavily challenged by the growth and
maintenance of ethnic diversity (also see Entzinger 2003; WRR 2007).
Opponents of the multicultural society more and more often overtly use this argument
in their fight for more restrictive migration and integration policies. The detachment of social and national identity—or the enduring transnational identifications and orientations of
immigrants—is increasingly widely portrayed as, and believed to be, a risk to the immigrants’ integration and as a threat to the social cohesion within society (Snel, Engbersen, and
Leerkes 2006; WRR 2007). Previous models of accommodating ethnic diversity have thus
come under increasingly stronger pressure (Uitermark, Rossi, and Van Houtum 2005, 622).
In the 1980s, the fact that immigrant groups shared (or were believed to share) certain

15 In the migration debate, the terms “host” and “home society” are widely used. However, as these terms
may not correspond to the migrants’ own perceptions and experiences of the societies that they reside in or
that they physically left, I have chosen to not use these terms—apart from in quoted matter. In fact, in view
of the theoretical and empirical progress in this field of study, I would say the continuing use of these
concepts is often not only illogical and obsolete but also thoughtless. Instead of “host” and “home” society/country, I use the more neutral concepts of “receiving,”“adopted,” or “settlement” society/country and
“sending,” “origin,” “former home” society/country or “native soil” respectively.
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attributes was regarded as an opportunity; the Minority Memorandum of 1983 carried the
expectation that if minorities were allowed to retain their own culture and manage their
own institutions, they would be better able to emancipate and participate in Dutch society
(Commissie Blok 2004, 37; WRR 2001, 168 – 69). Until the late 1990s, government policies
thus mostly advanced the increasing ethnic-cultural diversity as a richness to society. Since
then, a new discourse has emerged that puts more and more emphasis on individual integration rather than group emancipation (Uitermark, Rossi, and Van Houtum 2005, 627), a shift
which is embedded in a broader ideological swing from state protection to an ideology of
self-sufficiency and responsibility (Vasta 2007, 725). This has translated into a move away
from ethnic minorities’ policy towards an integration policy in which the individual immigrant is held responsible for his or her own incorporation into the adopted society (WRR
2001, 2007). Accordingly, Dutch governments have over the past years progressively been
committing immigrants to step up their integration efforts—and these efforts are more and
more directed at their ethnic-cultural affiliations. As in other western European countries,
the current political view is that “transnationalism” and integration are at odds: it is believed
that immigrants who retain their ethnic-cultural identity and keep on being close to their
country of origin cannot be completely loyal to the new environment (Lucassen 2006; Snel,
Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006; WRR 2007).
Thus, in the past few years, we can observe an increasingly stronger tendency to ascribe the perceived crisis of the multicultural society and the immigrants’ marginalized
position to the immigrants’ cultural distinctiveness and their enduring identification with
their native soil. Such a perspective was both implicitly and explicitly presumed in publicist
Scheffer’s renowned article “The Multicultural Tragedy” (2000) that claimed that the weaker
position of immigrants was partially to be attributed to their limited bonding and identification with the Netherlands. Though anti-migration sentiments were not new, Scheffer’s
analysis formed an important onset for more open public and political debate regarding the
position of immigrants and their integration into the Netherlands. Since 2000, political
voices opposed to further immigration have become louder. The populist political leader Pim
Fortuyn stated quite plainly that “the Netherlands is full,” with which he seemed to express
the previously slumbering feelings of discontent and worries among a large part of the
native population. In the national elections of 2002, nine days after Fortuyn’s assassination,
his party (in Dutch: “Lijst Pim Fortuyn,” or LPF) won 26 seats, in Dutch parliamentary history an unequalled number for a new party and undeniably proving how many native Dutch
agreed with his perspective, or at least felt unsatisfied with the ruling government. The
emergence of the so-called “Fortuynism” movement and the installation of the right-wing
cabinet in 2002 undoubtedly “speeded up a process of ‘toughening’ in which ethnic minorities are approached with increased suspicion” (Uitermark, Rossi, and Van Houtum 2005,
628). The subsequent electoral victory of the Partij voor de Vrijheid (the Freedom Party) of
Wilders in 2006 further confirmed a permanent dissatisfaction among an increasing part of
the native Dutch population with the multicultural society. Blowing up cultural differences,
and stereotyping and stigmatizing immigrants, these populist groups thrive on and fuel the
negative emotions among native Dutch and their fear of losing national identity.16 While
these more conservative factions openly call for cultural adaptation to restore the supposedly distorted homogenous nation, the social-democratic parties generally focus on the need to

16 As noted before, the turmoil, disaffection, and openly stigmatizing particularly concerns the Islamic part of
the population; while probably not as severe and widespread, as this thesis will show for Filipinos, other
immigrant groups may also bespeak their own downgrading stereotypes.
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improve the immigrants’ participation in the socio-economic realms. However, as also the
latter tend to consider cultural adaptation an important precondition for a successful performance in education and on the labor market, in the end, the prevailing public and political
discourse effectively requests conformity of the newcomers to Dutch cultural values and
norms (Vasta 2007, 718 – 19). In recent years, the direction and tone of the debate has thus
shifted, and policies have become more compulsory, focusing stronger on the socio-cultural
integration of the immigrants (Duyvendak 2004; Snel 2003b; WRR2007). Even though the
authorities stress that integration is “a two-way process” that also asks for the dedication on
the side of the receiving society, it is argued that
The recent discursive assumption has been that the social and economic problems of immigrants
will be solved once they distance themselves from their culture and assimilate into Dutch society.
This assumption that explains the immigrant’s problems through culture is not only naïve—it is
also a very specific form of cultural fundamentalism, which is not just about protecting Dutch culture, but also about converting others to it. (Ghorashi 2003, 165 – 166)

In short, in the past decade, the Netherlands has shown a rather poignant move from policies
that recognize the right to cultural and religious difference to “a return to old-style policies
of assimilation, albeit under a more acceptable label,” i.e. integration (Vasta 2007, 714; also
see Gowrichharn 2002; Uitermark, Rossi, and Van Houtum 2005; WRR 2007).

Sending governments: encouraging home longing
At the same time as the “high intensity of exchanges, the new modes of transacting, and the
multiplication of activities that require cross-border travel and contacts on a sustained basis”
(Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999, 219) underpin the heated debates on the consequences
for immigrants’ incorporation into their adopted country, it has also sparked a renewed
interest in the relation between migration and development of the country of origin. In this,
the remittances that immigrants send “back home” have received most attention (Boyle
2002; Guarnizo 2003) as these are considered the most tangible, quickest, and surest source
of foreign exchange for developing countries (De Haas 2003; Vertovec 1999). In fact, as
remittances have recently outpaced official development assistance and comprise the largest
financial flow to developing countries, they are now considered “a source of development
finance” (IOM 2005) and one of the key contributors to poverty reduction in these countries
(De Haas 2003; Kapur 2003; World Bank 2006).17 Recent scholarship on transnationalism
and political interest has however also encouraged a re-examination of other dimensions of
migration, such as transfer of knowledge, skills and ideas, the (gendered) division of the
global labor market, and, an important aspect in the present study, cross-border trade and
business networks.18
17 According to the World Bank, between 1995 and 2004, remittances increased from US$58 to US$160 billion,
while official development aid rose from US$59 to US$79 billion. In 2005, remittances in 2005 rang in at about
US$232 billion worldwide, US$167 billon of which went to developing countries (2006, 85 – 88). The total
amount of remittances is however likely considerably higher since this figure does not include the informal
channels through which migrants transfer their money “back home.” In many countries, remittances are now
larger than their earnings from the most important commodity export and a substantial number of national
economies have come to rely on these monetary transfers from abroad.
18 See, for instance, the book Global Migration and Development edited by Van Naerssen, Spaan, and Zoomers
(2008b), which contains a broad collection of papers that show the need to go beyond individual family
remittances in order to understand the role migrants may play in development of their countries and
communities of origin; the 2006 report of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), which focuses on
female migrants and their various contributions to their origin communities; the thesis of Smith (2007), who
explores how transnational relationships enable the stayers to establish and expand businesses while also
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Migrants are thus more and more involved in a variety of economic transactions with
their origin countries, and are therefore increasingly reassessed as a potentially valuable
asset to these countries. Besides international donors, sending governments, sections of civil
society, and the private sector increasingly also seek to engage their diasporas19 as agents
for development by encouraging them to support projects in the native soil. Whereas the
discourse on transnationalism first and foremost focuses on the border-crossing activities
initiated on the grassroots (“transnationalism from below” [Smith and Guarnizo 1998]), it
has been suggested that this “increasing involvement of sending country governments
seeking to promote and guide the transnational initiatives and investments of their respective diasporas” is also an important feature of the phenomenon and of “what is novel at
present” (Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2001, 4). These administrations smooth the progress
of money transfers, facilitate import of goods, provide favorable investment options, give
more political power through “absentee voting”; and all the while strongly appeal to a sense
of belonging and nostalgia among their overseas nationals.20 As such, they are said to pursue
a project of “transnational reincorporation” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 7 – 8), or “long distance nationalism” (a term popularized by Benedict Anderson (1992); also see, for instance,
Glick Schiller and Fouron 1999; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; McKay 2004). Guarnizo and
Smith (1998, 8) have proposed the concept of the “trans-territorial nation-state” to denote
the supposedly newly emerging societies in which the sending governments are officially
seeking to embrace their scattered nationals. Specifically regarding the case under study,
Szanton Blanc (1996) argues that the Philippine government’s recognition of its diaspora
creates the potential for a deterritorialization of the nation, as people who live abroad and
may even have taken another citizenship are still treated as part of the national community.
Indeed, the Philippine case is widely seen as an outstanding example of deep government
involvement in its nationals’ overseas journeys and homewards activities.

Migrants: in between contradictory claims
Thus, fascinatingly, at the same time as people nowadays can “think and act simultaneously
at multiple scales” (Smith 2001, 164) and can “construct and utilize flexible personal and
national identities” (Yeoh, Willis, and Fakhri 2003, 213), this has been accompanied by “outbursts of entrenched, essentialist nationalism in both ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ countries”
(Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 10). Within the receiving countries, we can observe what has
been called a “politics of fear” (Pijpers 2006, 91) to preserve national identity, expressed in a
political move towards assimilative policies that must hamper the immigrants’ ethnic identification and transnational belonging; the sending governments on the other hand promote
and glorify precisely such sentiments among their diasporic members—and target their
manifestation in concrete cross-border activities. Hence, what the era of transnational migration in fact has shown is that “identities based on such macro-societal paradigms as nation, ethnicity, and/or race may become ambivalent, partial, multiple, hybrid, and contradictory, but they
may also be reinvented as primordial certainties” (Aguilar 1996a, 6). While it is true that the
aiding the return of the migrants; and, specifically writing on transnational entrepreneurship, Landolt, Autler,
and Baires (1999), Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo (2002), Wahlbeck (2004) and Wenhong and Wellman (2007).
19 Though, strictly speaking, the notion of diaspora relates to the forced displacement of an ethnic group outside
its original area (as for instance the Jews and the Armenians), the term is often used interchangeably with the
notion of migrant communities (Van Naerssen, Spaan, and Zoomers 2008a, 3). In this thesis, I will do so too.
20 A well-known example is Mexico’s 3-for-1 program that started in 1997 and under which the local, state,
and federal governments all contribute one US-dollar for every US-dollar of remittances sent to a designated
development project (for more examples, see, for instance, Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; Levitt and Jaworski
2007; Leung 2004; or World Bank 2006).
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territorial state as a scale or container for social processes is undermined by transnational
processes, the state is far from irrelevant as a unit of regulation (Kelly 2003) nor of identification. Enabling or constraining individuals’ cross-border identification and activity, both
migrant sending and receiving states play part, “from above”, in shaping the transnational
spaces in which people can move around and act.

1.3 Research case, questions, and objectives
This study goes to the essence of the heated debates on the allegedly contradictory phenomena of integration and transnationalism, examining the role of entrepreneurship in the
immigrants’ adaptation process in Dutch society and investigating whether, how, and why
immigrant entrepreneurs link up with their country of origin. In doing so, the present study
emphatically aims to move beyond the conventional approaches to business, which mostly
focus on the economic dimension. The general business literature reflects an understanding
of entrepreneurship as an instrument for economic growth (see for instance Casson et al.
2006; Carland et al. 1984); when immigrants are concerned, studies often consider their
business activity primarily as an instrument in these people’s economic survival in the
adopted country (Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001; Basu 2006; Cologna 2005; Engelen 2001,
2002; Kanas, Van Tubergen, and Van der Lippe 2009) and transnational entrepreneurship is
usually investigated as an “alternative form of immigrant economic adaptation” (Portes,
Guarnizo, and Haller 2002). This thesis argues for a more open view on entrepreneurship and
its functions or meanings in the immigrants’ efforts to build a life outside the country of birth.
The main objective of this study is therefore to reach a fuller understanding of the variety of
meanings that entrepreneurship may have for immigrants. Taking meanings as the entry point
allows including the more social and emotional dimensions of running a business and being
an entrepreneur. Therefore, I believe that this study offers a more comprehensive understanding and more appropriate evaluation of entrepreneurship.
Filipino entrepreneurs in the Netherlands are taken as the research case. The Filipinos’
particular migration features and the demographic characteristics of the Filipino population
in the Netherlands offer interesting new angles to explore entrepreneurship among immigrants. With some 14,500 members in 2008 (CBS Statline 2008), Filipinos comprise a small
group compared with other nationalities in this country. As a consequence of their presumed
unproblematic integration into mainstream society, they also comprise a rather unnoticed
group (Van den Muijzenberg 2003, 354). So far, Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart
claim, “Not much research has taken place on the Philippine migrant group and there is a
lack of secondary sources” (2005, 251). It seems this lack of insight especially concerns Filipinos’ business activities, which is likely precisely because entrepreneurship is a fairly uncommon pathway of incorporation within this immigrant group. In fact, own fieldwork as
well as various other studies suggest Filipino immigrants, not just those in the Netherlands
but also elsewhere, are an outstanding example of an immigrant group without a business
tradition (Fresnoza-Flot and Pécoud 2007; Light 2001; Maas 2002; Spaan, Van Naerssen, and
Van den Tillaart 2005) and with very little participation in entrepreneurship, especially
when compared to some other Asian immigrant groups (Fawcett and Gardner 1994, 212;
Ribas-Mateos and Oso 2005; Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 146). Despite the millions of Filipinos working and living all around the world, in none of their countries of settlement have
sizeable “Filipino economies” emerged. However, as the Filipino community in the Netherlands expands and evolves into an immigrant community with a more developed social
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infrastructure, business activities are slowly on the rise too. Van den Muijzenberg speaks of
“signs of entrepreneurship” (2004, 146); Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart observe
“incipient immigrant business” (2005, 254) within the Filipino population. According to the
latter, there were 238 Filipino entrepreneurs (first and second-generation immigrants) in
the Netherlands in 2004 (ibid., 251); data from the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics and the
Chambers of Commerce reveal their number had increased to 377 in mid-2008 (CBS/KvK
2008). Though this group’s entrepreneurial engagement is thus still modest in number, the
emergence of Filipino entrepreneurship denotes a move away from the stereotypical global
image of Filipino migrants as domestic workers, nurses, construction laborers, or brides of
native men. Precisely since Filipinos are hardly known, or studied, in their capacity as entrepreneurs, this thesis hopes to add new insights to the field of immigrant entrepreneurship.

Research questions
Taken together the main objective and the research case, the central question that guides
this thesis is: what meanings does being an entrepreneur have for Filipino immigrants in the
Netherlands? Searching for the meanings of being an entrepreneur not only entails a more
open approach towards entrepreneurship, it also implies that the spotlight is on the immigrants themselves. Though immigrant entrepreneurship has produced a rich body of literature and theorization, individuals rarely figure in the explanations (Peters 2002, 45). Thus,
there is still a need for “more qualitative, interpretative, action-oriented studies, which focus
on the entrepreneur as an individual human agent” (Pütz 2003, 557). The present study aims
to be, and do, just that: primarily using qualitative research methods and taking an actorcentered stance, the Filipinos’ entrepreneurial activities are understood as the result of these
individuals’ experiences and perceptions of the limitations and opportunities within their
situation. Thus, it is the personal perceptions and “lived experiences” (Raghuram and Hardill
1998) of the immigrant entrepreneurs that form the core of the argument. Such a focus on
the actors also fits with the central attention given in transnationalism studies to the supposedly greater agency of today’s “ordinary people” to be active in spaces that stretch across
national borders (Guarnizo and Smith 1998; Parnwell 2005; Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt
1999). As Al-Ali claims, it is “precisely one of the strengths of transnational theories to emphasize human agency in the age of globalization, universalizing capitalist forces and timespace compression” (2002, 100).
To make the central research question more manageable, it is divided into two subquestions. The first question deals with the immigrants’ motivations to embark on business,
and thus asks: why do Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands decide to become an entrepreneur? In its simplest explanation, this question examines whether these immigrants are
entrepreneurs “by necessity or by opportunity” (Bommes and Kolb 2004), or in other words:
are they pushed into business or pulled by the desire to be their own boss?
Next to the immigrants’ start up motivations, their objectives in business also indicate
their entrepreneurial mind-set and offer insight into the meanings they attach to being an
entrepreneur. Do they target the goals that are typically associated with entrepreneurship,
such as profitability, growth, or innovation (Carland et al. 1984), or are objectives like job
satisfaction, flexibility, or earning a satisfactory living (more) important to them? Thus, the
second subquestion reads: what objectives do Filipinos in the Netherlands have as an entrepreneur? Clearly, one’s motivations for embarking on business and one’s objectives with it
are usually closely interrelated; in fact, they may often be the same. The main difference
between the two is that objectives may change, whereas one’s start up motivations are given
(though I will comment more critically on this “given” in chapter 3). Including this second
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question thus allows exploring whether and how meanings of being an entrepreneur alter
over time.
Giving more depth to these subquestions, the present study investigates not just the
starting motivations and objectives for being “any kind” of entrepreneur, but for being an
entrepreneur in a particular line of business. Thus, in each of the empirical chapters, a particular business sector stands central. Special attention is paid to the motivations and objectives the immigrants have for operating either a domestic or a transnational enterprise.
Though the research thus emphatically includes both “types” of enterprises, the bordercrossing business transactions form a point of particular interest. According to Portes,
Haller, and Guarnizo: “It is the conduct of a primary business pursuit that requires regular
contact across national borders for its operation that constitutes the truly novel phenomenon [within contemporary international migration] for it marks a sharp break from past
expectations about the economic behavior of immigrants” (2001, 11 – 12). Though this
strong statement can be questioned, this particular transnational tie unarguably has direct
consequences for both receiving and sending country as it engages the immigrants in these
two societies simultaneously. As such, transnational entrepreneurship has potential significance for the incorporation of the immigrant into the receiving society as well as for development of the sending country (Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2002; Wenhong and Wellman
2007). This study aims to give some insight into the wider effects, or development potential,
of these grassroots pursuits for the country of origin, asking questions such as: what consequences do the business activities have for the border-crossing social structures in which the
immigrants are embedded? Do their ventures impact the livelihoods of the people left
behind, or perhaps even the wider local economy of their hometown? What (economic)
activity in the origin region ensues from the immigrants’ business engagement in the Netherlands and does their business activity affect, for instance, gender roles, culture, and institutional change? Can Filipino entrepreneurs in the Netherlands thus be considered agents of
social and economic development in their origin region? Still, since the main focus of the
present study is on the immigrants themselves and on what role their business plays in their
everyday lives, the most pertinent question in this respect is what incites some immigrants
to start a border-crossing venture and what meanings they attach to this transnational
activity. Is linking up to the native soil an escape from a detrimental situation in the adopted
country, or, conversely, an opportunity to make the best out of two worlds?
Clearly, motivations for and objectives in business are formed amidst the interactions
between the immigrants and their environment. Insight into these interactions and the
driving forces shaping them is essential, for only then can we understand the functions that
the immigrants’ entrepreneurial engagement performs in their daily lives and make sense of
the meanings that this particular occupation has to them. Motivations and objectives do not
exist in a vacuum but are, and need to be, contextualized. An intrinsic part of the present
inquiry is therefore the exploration of how the Filipinos’ business decisions and activities are
embedded in, emanate from, are subjected to, or hinge on economic, social, and political
conditions—from a local up to a global context. Translated into conceptual terms, the research is based on the mixed embeddedness approach, added with a transnational perspective. Obviously, these notions will be discussed in more detail in the theoretical framework
of this thesis, presented in the next chapter.

Research objectives
Aiming for a fuller understanding of the meanings that entrepreneurship may have for immigrants, this thesis endeavors both an empirical and a conceptual contribution to the study
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of immigrant entrepreneurship. Attention to immigrant entrepreneurship in the Netherlands
primarily concerns the larger, well-established, and more visible immigrant populations;
Filipino entrepreneurs have, as mentioned, been largely overlooked. Yet precisely because
entrepreneurship is atypical of the usual occupational pathways of Filipino migrants, the
emergence of business activity within this group provides a new opportunity to explore the
social processes by which immigrants become entrepreneurs and to investigate the meanings they attach to their entrepreneurial pursuit. The qualitative research, conducted in both
the Netherlands and the Philippines, has produced a more in-depth understanding of their
business decision-making. In that way, this thesis aims to empirically broaden the literature
on immigrant entrepreneurship; concurrently, it contributes to more knowledge on the Filipinos’ ways of life in the Netherlands.
The second objective of this study is to address a conceptual lacuna. An important element in the present study concerns the economic geographies of immigrants’ business
activities. Examining how Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands run business and how they
“fare on the ground” also involves the question of whether these people are part of transnational business networks that bridge the regions of settlement and origin. As noted, in discussions on international migration, the immigrants’ integration into their adopted country
and their enduring involvement in their origin country are often treated as separate, and
within policy circles even conflicting, issues (Lucassen 2006; Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes
2006; WRR 2007). The present study emphatically addresses and attempts to bring together
these two sides of the migration debate. Exploring how people, through business, build a
home outside their country of origin, how they use entrepreneurship as a means to cope
with the challenges of life in an unfamiliar setting, and how they sometimes hook on to or
create business linkages that connect them to the country they left, this study asks whether
and how business activities can reconcile the immigrants’ supposedly typical imaginations of
a new life in a new country and their nostalgia for the old home. With that question in mind,
this thesis aims for some conceptual advancement to the study of small-scale entrepreneurship. The main argument is that a transnational perspective on the immigrants’ existence
helps us grasp, better than the conventional and often rather generalizing notions on immigrants and their adaptation, how immigrants’ business decisions and identities are informed
by and embedded in personal preferences, social networks, and structural boundaries that
are effective on a variety of spatial levels—from the local to the global. The insights that such
a transnational perspective is believed to engender may lead to a more founded understanding of immigrants’ (potentially multiple) belonging and the consequences of this for
their adaptation to the adopted country as well as for development in their country of origin.

1.4 Outline of the thesis
The foregoing account introduced the research topic, the key concepts and themes, the
central research questions and objectives, and the empirical case that forms the core of the
study. Above all, it attempted to establish the relevance of understanding why and how immigrants engage in business. The remainder of this study exists of 10 chapters, whose content is sketched below.
The first two chapters set up the conceptual and methodological framework. In chapter
2, I elaborate on the central concepts, review and assess the main theoretical explanations
for immigrant entrepreneurship, and discuss those elements within the emerging literature
on transnationalism that are of particular interest to this study’s topic. This chapter uncov-
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ers lacks of theoretical penetration and methodological limitations in the scholarly field of
immigrant business and attempts to span former discussions on, and approaches towards,
immigrant business activity and contemporary discourses concerning migration and transnationalism, social identities, multiple belonging, and ethnic networks. As such, it concludes
with a proposal for conceptual advancement of the study of immigrants’ business activities.
Chapter 3 subsequently discusses the methods used to find the generally rather invisible
Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs in the Netherlands, how they were encouraged to share
their personal stories with me, and how these stories were interpreted and subsequently
represented in this book.
As indicated, the features of Filipinos’ migration to the Netherlands, and the demographic characteristics of this immigrant community, were taken as an incentive to study
their business activities. Chapter 4 elaborates on the particular Philippine migration experience, discussing how the decision to migrate, while in the end a personal one, is informed
by forces and conditions from above as well as from below. Next, this chapter discusses how
in the past few decades migration from the Philippines to the Netherlands has evolved and
how, generally, Filipinos have incorporated into this country. Specific attention is paid to the
emergence and development of Filipino organizations and their role in the (re)construction
and (re)production of a collective identity and the building of a community. This provides
the general background in which to situate and understand Filipino entrepreneurship in the
Netherlands.
After these conceptual, methodological, and contextual chapters, the focus turns to the
Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs in the Netherlands. Chapter 5 first provides my working
definition of entrepreneurship, on the basis of which I decided whom to in- or exclude as
respondents. It then offers a general profile of Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands
and depicts several elementary features of the businesses included in the survey. The primary interest of this study is however in the immigrants’ personal perceptions and lived
experiences; these will be central in chapters 6 to 10, which so form the main empirical body
of this thesis. Each of these chapters deals with a particular business sector in which the
respondents were active, successively the catering industry (chapter 6) and trading sector
(chapter 7), business in mediating the compatriots’ migration to the Netherlands (chapter 8)
and in arranging their subsequent travels and visits to the old country (chapter 9), and,
lastly, business in sending private goods of kababayans21 “back home” (chapter 10). Per
sector, I analyze some basic features of the businesses, such as the type of products or services, the market orientation, and labor arrangements. Moreover, I look into the actual
business operations and strategies, explore the nature of the immigrants’ business networks,
which exist on a variety of geographic scales, and highlight some of the interactions between
the entrepreneurs and their social environment. Above all, I explore the Filipinos’ motivations for engaging in the chosen business and the objectives they pursue with it, and seek to
unravel whether or how the meanings they attach to being an entrepreneur are embedded in
a transnational, rather than “just” a local or national, context. These chapters first and foremost draw on the personal narratives of the Filipino entrepreneurs; detailed examples and
fragments taken from their stories depict their business pursuits as an activity that takes
place in real life, or more accurately: in the lived reality of the respondents. Chapters 6 to 10
thus illustrate the diversity of immigrants’ pathways towards business, the heterogeneity of

Tagalog (the most widely spoken language in the Philippines and the base for the official national language
Filipino) for “town mates,” but also used in more general way to denote compatriots. Especially among, or in
reference to, Filipinos abroad, the word has a soothing connotation (Padilla 2007, 222).
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their entrepreneurial activities, and the varied and often multiple functions or meanings that
being an entrepreneur has to them. With that, they show features of immigrant entrepreneurship that often stay hidden in statistical figures. At the same time, they give more voice
and face to the people behind the action, offering some insight into their heterogeneous
backgrounds, their diverse migration experiences and current living conditions, and their
varied future hopes and expectations.
The final chapter, chapter 11, summarizes the main findings derived from the empirical
research and provides answers to the research questions. Though this thesis focuses on the
particular group of Filipino entrepreneurs in the Netherlands, it aims to advance an approach towards immigrant entrepreneurship that answers the changed socio-spatial configurations of the contemporary world and that, thus, considers the possibly multiple
commitments and loyalties that immigrants maintain and on the basis of which they formulate their actions. Hence, in this concluding chapter, I reflect on the value of the conceptual
proposal advanced by this thesis towards promoting a fuller understanding of the meanings
that being an entrepreneur may have for immigrants. I also comment on the limitations of
the present study and offer some suggestions for future research. Finally, I elaborate on the
societal relevance of the findings presented.
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2.
Immigrant entrepreneurship: a conceptual framework
Early 1980s, Eric left the Philippines and came to the Netherlands, attracted by the enthusiastic stories of his uncle Rene who had lived here for some years already. He moved in with
his uncle and, after his tourist visa had expired, “hid in illegality.” The first years, Eric, despite his college degree, earned his living with low-skilled and often informal jobs. In 1987,
his uncle Rene, together with a fellow countryman, took over the restaurant of a Dutchman
and hired Eric as a dishwasher and waiter—which was still below his educational qualifications but nonetheless his first full-time and legal occupation since his arrival in the Netherlands. Initially, the business went well; as it was, according to Eric, the first and only Filipino
restaurant in the Netherlands, it attracted not only kababayans but also natives, whose
hunger for the unknown dishes was fanned by the extensive public attention for the political
turmoil in his country of birth. Some years after the start, his uncle Rene passed on the
eating house to Eric. For some time, he continued the business, in partnership with a friend
and with the (partially informal) help of several co-ethnic employees. However, he did so
without much enthusiasm as the work was hard, the days were long, and the income was
barely enough to pay for his daily expenses. Again, it was his uncle, who in the meantime had
started a guesthouse, who provided him the direct incentive to change course. Whereas Rene
had copied the idea to start this business from another close Filipino friend as well, Eric now in
his turn sold the restaurant where he had worked for 13 years, and started a guesthouse too.
Unlike Eric, Juliet started and operated her business in book sales without any involvement of fellow countrymen. Ever since she had come to the Netherlands in the late 1970s she
had worked as an administrative employee for an international company, also when she
became a mother. Yet when her boss moved to another city, she decided to quit the job and
become her own boss, since this offered her the desired independence and also allowed her
to attend to the needs of her children. Early in the 1990s, she officially registered as a “freelance secretary.” Exceeding her expectations, her first assignment came from a well-known
American publishing company. For a year and a half, she did secretarial work for this company, learning a lot about publishing and expanding her network in the publishing world.
When the company was bought out by another big multimedia concern, she decided to stop
her business as a freelance secretary and instead specialize in selling business and management books to companies. As Juliet puts it: “I found my own niche; I created the need myself.” With a sense of nostalgia she looks back on her time as an independent self-employed
immigrant woman and smiles when she says she was a pioneer, all by herself running a
business based on similar principles as present-day mega firms like Amazon or Bol. From
behind her small desk in a corner of her living room, she followed closely the rapid improvements in communication and information technology and kept abreast of reorganizing
companies, which she then approached with offers of possibly interesting books. Internet
and fax so enabled her to investigate a worldwide market and promote her business; the
increasingly quicker and cheaper transport facilities helped her purchase and deliver the
requested books within hours. Yet, even though her list of customers grew steadily, at some
point Juliet did not really want her business to grow bigger as she “still wanted to enjoy life
too.” Eight years after her business foundation, this woman simply needed a new challenge
and closed down her business.
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Josephine owns a furniture plant in her home village, situated in the prime rattan production area of the Philippines. Several close relatives play an essential role in managing the
manufacturing; the manual labor is mostly done by people from her old neighborhood. Josephine herself, settled in the Netherlands since mid-1990s, primarily focuses on promotion and
marketing, to that end exploring an international market. To smooth the business operations, a
few years after the establishment of the production facility on the family’s property, part of the
business activities was moved to Cebu City, the second-largest city of the Philippines. Compared to the remote rural area of her hometown, here, the physical infrastructure allows for
faster, cheaper, and easier supply of the raw materials. Moreover, the large international
seaport provides a better entrance to the global market, and the local government is more
business-minded. While the first years, business performance displayed a continously upward
trend, the recent economic slowdown decreased the demand for her luxurious furniture;
therefore, Josephine lately expanded her business activity with import of daily commodities
from the Philippines, specifically on order of her fellow countrymen in the Netherlands.
Eric, Juliet, and Josephine: three immigrants from the same origin country, the Philippines,
running business in the Netherlands. Their entrepreneurial activities illustrate a number of
issues that this chapter will elaborate on. First, they show some of the variety in types and
operational features of the businesses that immigrants engage in. Eric’s restaurant fits the
picture that prevails of immigrants and their business operations. Immigrant businesses are
often associated with establishments that reflect the ethnic-cultural identity of the owners,
that cater to the needs of the own immigrant group in the nearby environment like petty
shops that sell exotic foods or a hodgepodge of cultural goods, where co-ethnic friends work
semi-informally, and which usually work on the fringes of law and profitability. Yet business
opportunities for immigrants are not limited to Islamic butchers, Chinese take-outs, Turkish
eateries or groceries, teleshops and exchange banks, video rental stores, and other rather
non-salient businesses. In fact, their market sometimes lies beyond the own neighborhood,
and may even have a global stretch—as shown by both Juliet’s and Josephine’s entrepreneurial activity. Even though these women’s business operations still share several features
with the more traditional immigrant firms, their utilization of modes of international telecommunication and transport, pooling of resources, and exploration and exploitation of a global
market indicate the emergence of a new business élan among immigrants, which only fairly
recently has come to the attention of academics and policymakers. Second, the three cases show
how immigrant entrepreneurs and their businesses are socially embedded, yet in diverging
ways. Even though kin and ethnic networks often play an important role in the emergence and
success of immigrant entrepreneurial activity, the business owners can also do without their
ethnic contacts. Third, immigrants and their businesses are also structurally embedded, that is,
situated in a wider economic and politico-institutional context that offers or constrains their
opportunities for business. Apparently, this wider context is, in this era of facilitated worldwide
transport and communication, not limited to the immigrants’ adopted country.
These notions form the core of the conceptual framework that underpins this study.
The main point of departure for understanding immigrant entrepreneurship is the mixed embeddedness approach, developed by Dutch scholars Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath
(1999). Yet, while very useful for a more comprehensive understanding of the complex set of
factors and processes that together impinge upon immigrants’ entrepreneurial pursuits, this
chapter argues this approach would be strengthened if it gave more credit to the new spatial
models of social closeness and interaction in today’s world. As such, the conceptual framework
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proposed here is based on theoretical developments within immigrant entrepreneurship
studies as well as insights advanced in the emerging literature on transnationalism.
This chapter is organized in the following manner. Section 2.2 provides an overview of
traditional and new(er) types of business opportunities open to immigrants. Section 2.3
discusses the most important developments in the theorization on immigrant entrepreneurship, resulting in the now popular mixed embeddedness approach. The chapter then critically reviews the main ideas and central concepts within the two dimensions distinguished
in this model: section 2.4 discusses the social embeddedness, or supply side, of immigrant
entrepreneurship; section 2.5 the structural embeddedness, or demand side. Section 2.6
introduces the notion of transnational embeddedness, first enlarging upon the varied ways
in which transnationalism has been conceived, then marking out when a business, and its
owner(s), are to be seen as transnationally embedded. Yet the main argument I will make is
that, whether or not an immigrant entrepreneur is active beyond the borders of the country
of settlement, it may be fruitful to more deliberately take a transnational perspective on
his/her mixed embeddedness. Section 2.7 elaborates on this suggestion, as well as on the,
closely related, device to take an actor-oriented stance. In all, this chapter serves as the conceptual framework to come to a better understanding of the many dynamics underlying the
development of immigrant entrepreneurship and of the variety of its manifestations and
meanings. Before specifically discussing the discourse on immigrant entrepreneurship, it
however makes sense to briefly revert to the mainstream entrepreneurial literature. Acknowledging that this literature is voluminous and lies far beyond the present scope, the
following section offers only a rough impression of how entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs tend to be depicted.

2.1 Conceiving entrepreneurship and “the entrepreneur”
I must admit: when applying for this research task, broadly defined as “study of Filipino
immigrant entrepreneurship,” the first thing that came to my mind was: will this be a subject
that fits me? Am I interested in studying activities that deal with making money or aiming for
the highest profit? For a moment or two, I seriously wondered whether I would find pleasure, and would be able to study with genuine interest and passion an activity that had never
before been in my mind—after all, “money matters” did not really interest me personally.
Soon enough though I also realized that I might have a rather prejudiced notion of entrepreneurship, mostly stemming from popular media where entrepreneurship is often presented
in terms of power, success, and wealth; in the main, it is not the daily lives and struggles of
the hard-working, tenacious business(wo)men that make it to the headlines, but the stories
of successful “great people” (Cunningham and Lischeron 1991, 46; also see Bjerke 2007). As
the assignment at hand would however precisely be about these “ordinary (wo)men,” the
subject, so I soon decided, was appealing to me after all.
Interestingly, I was not the only one with such—intial—narrow vision on what entrepreneurship entails, or what entrepreneurs are and do. The same one-sided view I also
encountered among my friends. When speaking with them about my reserach interests,
some of them reacted in a rather similar way as I originally had, starting to talk about doing
business mostly in terms of making fortunes, or at least chasing money in a self-interested
way, and questioning how I had come to occupy myself in this unexpected theme. Strikingly,
once I had actually begun the assignment at hand, even a considerable number of the Filipino
immigrants whom I approached to participate in the research doubted whether they met the
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criterion of being an entrepreneur. More than once, I was told things like “well, I do not consider myself an entrepreneur; it is only a small business that I have, and I hardly make any
money." Or: “For me, money is not an issue, perhaps you should ask the ‘big guys’ like those
from PNB (Philippine National Bank).”
Apparently, in popular thinking, entrepreneurship is known first and foremost as something that has to do with making money, wealth, financial success; entrepreneurs are, accordingly, often associated with being conspicuous among a wider public, or even with being
some kind of aristocratic leaders. Compared to the popular image, the academic literature
displays a more fragmented picture.1 There is no generally accepted definition or model of
what entrepreneurship entails or of who is an entrepreneur and of what entrepreneurs do
(Bjerke 2007; Cunningham and Lischeron 1991; Licht and Siegel 2006; McKay 2001; Verheul
et al. 2001). Yet definitions of entrepreneurship usually revolve around the creation of a new
organization (Gartner 1988, 1990), the creation of “new value” (Bjerke 2007, 17), or the
exploitation of an opportunity (Shane and Venkataraman 2000); the entrepreneur is, hence,
the creator of an organization, or the exploiter of an opportunity (Kirzner 1973, in Bjerke
2007, 72; McKay 2001; Bosma and Harding 2007). Following upon that latter notion, some
specifically reserve the term “entrepreneur” for those who strive for maximizing profits,
growth, and innovation (Carland et al. 1984, Schumpeter 1934, in Licht and Siegel 2006).
Some subsequently distinguish entrepreneurs from small business owners, who are seen to
be concerned more with furthering personal goals such as job satisfaction, control, or flexibility, and who mostly run a business that corresponds to the family needs and desires
(Carland et al. 1984; also see Begley and Boyd 1987; Stewart et al. 1998).2
Related to this goal-setting as the defining element, a large portion of the literature defines entrepreneurs in terms of personality traits or characteristics, suggesting these people
are endowed with certain qualities that differentiate them from others (see for instance
Carland et al. 1984; Licht and Siegel 2006; Stewart et al. 1998). In this respect, Schumpeter’s
description of an entrepreneur, in what is probably the most cited work about entrepreneurship, The Theory of Economic Development (1934), still stands strong. He described an
entrepreneur as some kind of knight or warrior, somebody with the
[d]ream and the will to found a private kingdom, usually, though not necessarily, also a dynasty …
Then there is the will to conquer: the impulse to fight, to prove oneself superior to others.
(Schumpeter 1934, 93 – 94, in Licht and Siegel 2006, 513)

Schumpeter’s epic vision has made a lasting impression, not just, as noted, in popular media,
but also in much of contemporary academic writing. Here too, an entrepreneur is conventionally depicted as an unusual and extraordinary figure with high levels of achievement
orientation, optimism, self-efficacy, internal locus of control, cognitive skills, and tolerance
for ambiguity above the ordinary (Shane and Venkataraman 2000); an “achieving, creative
risk-taker” (Stewart et al. 1998, 204); somebody who is “more over-confident than regular
people and … driven by wishful thinking” (Licht and Siegel 2006, 515).
In all, though there is little consensus on how to define an entrepreneur and though
much controversy exists about the identification of an entrepreneurial personality (Bjerke
1 To give an idea: Cunningham and Lischeron (1991) distinguish six schools of thought each of which defines
the notion of entrepreneurship from fundamentally different perspectives; Gartner (1990) identifies eight
themes that feature the debate about what constitutes the nature of entrepreneurship.
2 In this thesis, I do not make this distinction and use the terms entrepreneur, business owner(-operator), and
business(wo)men interchangeably. Also, I will use the terms business ownership and self-employment as
equivalent to entrepreneurship.

22

2007; Casson et al. 2006; Essers and Benschop 2007; Licht and Siegel 2006; McKay 2001),
the emphasis in mainstream business literature on action, innovation, achievement, adventure, and risk contribute to the construction of the archetypical entrepreneur as a heroic
self-made man who galvanizes the economy with his creativity (Ahl 2006; Essers 2008). As
such, despite the acknowledgement that entrepreneurs may not be driven merely by pecuniary incentives (Greenbank 2001; Licht and Siegel 2006; Schumpeter 1934), mainstream
economics construes entrepreneurship in terms of profitability and its contribution to
economic growth (Ahl 2006; Bosma and Harding 2007; Carland et al. 1984; Casson et al.
2006; Greenbank 2001). What is more, even with growing numbers of women in business,
several authors (for instance Ahl 2006; Brush 2006; Essers 2008; Marlow, Henry, and Carter
2009) point out how entrepreneurship and the entrepreneur are male-gendered concepts,
that is, these concepts have strong masculine connotations. At the same time as women take
in a marginal position in the general business literature (Ahl 2006; Brush 2006; Marlow,
Henry, and Carter 2009), immigrant entrepreneurs are also usually absent, or at best depicted as different (Basu 2006; Essers 2008). Thus, in much of the writing, the entrepreneur
is implicitly assumed to be a man—a white man (Fielden et al. 2003). Apparently, immigrant
entrepreneurs bespeak their own discourse. The remainder of this chapter deals with this
discourse exclusively.

2.2 Traditional and modern immigrant entrepreneurship
Traditional entrepreneurship: vacancy chain and ethnic market
Often, immigrant entrepreneurship is thought of as, to a greater or lesser extent, distinct
from native business, which is then attributed to the specific skills and resources that immigrants would possess (Rath and Kloosterman 2002a). On the one hand, ethnic-cultural resources such as specific values and norms and a tradition of business engagement, and
strong social networks are believed to encourage and facilitate their self-employment (see
for instance Light 1972; Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001; Salaff et al. 2003; Zimmer and
Aldrich 1987). On the other hand, and from a less positive stance, immigrants, especially
those from less developed countries, usually lack the appropriate educational qualifications
or skills, possess little financial capital, and have difficulties connecting with the relevant
indigenous networks, which make it harder for them to obtain a regular job in the labor
market; consequently, they are channelled towards business sectors where entree barriers
in terms of required human capital and finance are relatively lower, i.e. the small scale, low
value added, and labor intensive sectors (see, among others, Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy
2001; Engelen 2002; Kloosterman 2000, 2003b; Rath 2000c; Waldinger, Aldrich, and Ward
1990b). In the Netherlands, like in other western economies, most immigrant enterprises
are thus found at the bottom of the market. Here, especially trade and catering attract immigrants to run business and are with that tagged as the traditional sectors of immigrant entrepreneurship (EIM 2007, 15 – 16; also see Engelen 2002; Kloosterman 2003a; Van den
Tillaart 2007).
As a rule, immigrants can seize business openings in these lower market segments in
two ways. First, immigrants can fill in the vacancies left behind by longer established entrepreneurs, when these engage in more rewarding economic activities. This phenomenon is
analoguous to what Chicago scholars Aldrich and associates (1989), in reference to the
process of invasion and succession in residential areas, called “ecological succession.” Within
the context of entrepreneurship commonly known as the “vacancy chain” (ITS 2007, 9; Van
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den Tillaart 2007, 85), this process typically occurs in the retailing and catering sector.
Recall how Eric became a restaurant owner after his employer, his own uncle, left to start a
new business; a few years later, Eric in his turn transferred the restaurant to another when
he himself saw better opportunities in another line of business. Often, the markets that these
classical immigrant businesses serve can be characterized as “captive markets”3 (Kloosterman 2003b, 315), where “the creation of openings can … take place without a net growth of
… entry opportunities” (Kloosterman and Rath 2001, 195) and where chances for expansion
are severely limited.
Second, the inflow of sufficiently large numbers of immigrants from the same origin
country and with shared demands for ethnic-cultural products such as foods, clothes, and
audio or video, may by itself create new openings for business. Just as with the vacancy chain
business, these “ethnic markets” (Kloosterman 2003b, 314) may form captive markets in
which the entrepreneurs who do not manage to break out to wider society at some time may
run up against the ceilings of success (Engelen 2001); especially since pioneers in these
business openings are often soon followed by others from the same ethnic group.
Resulting from the strongly competition in, or even (near) saturation of, these traditional markets, the entrepreneurs generally have to accept small profit margins, while relatively many are forced to close after a short time (EIM 2007; Kloosterman 2000; Rettab
2001; Van den Tillaart 2001). To keep costs down, many resort to (semi-)informal practices,
such as evasion of taxes and measures on minimum wages or disregard of legal working
hours (Engelen 2002; Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 1998, 1999; Raijman 2000;
Kloosterman and Rath 2002; Roberts 1994). In fact, informal activities are so widely found
to belong to the repertoire of immigrants’ business strategies that these are said to be an
“intrinsic part of contemporary capitalism” (Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 1999, 255).

New immigrant entrepreneurship: the post-industrial trajectory
Though most immigrant entrepreneurs from less-developed economies still fit the picture of
people relatively lacking in financial and educational resources, and many immigrant firms
share the rather bleak features and future prospects described above, recent studies show a
growing variation in immigrant entrepreneurship. Correspondingly, studies have claimed
the emergence of “new entrepreneurship” and the rise of a “new type of immigrant entrepreneurs” (Kloosterman and Rath 2001, 191). This “new breed” (Rettab 2001, 5) of immigrant entrepreneurs would more proactively than the stereotypical type described above
take advantage of opportunities opened up by economic globalization and international
migration (Zhou 2004, 1066) and the development of post-industrial societies in the Western world (Esping-Andersen 1999, in Kloosterman 2003b, 313; Kloosterman 2000; Kloosterman and Rath 2001; Sassen 1991).
On the one hand, the newly emerging business practices are an outcome of differentiation among the group of immigrants (EIM 2007; Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 2007;
Van den Tillaart 2007). More highly skilled immigrants engage in more value added and
capital intensive, high technology, and quality service sectors. An example is provided by the
Indian software specialists in Silicon Valley (Saxenian 2002).4 On the other hand, for less3 Kloosterman states that captivity is here “a double-edged sword”: in addition to the limits of the market itself
(in terms of size of the demand), it also refers to the attachment of the customers to the firms of their co-ethnics (2003b, 315). This co-ethnic attachment may by itself however also confine the entrepreneur’s room to
manoeuvre, denoting a third way in which this captivity can be understood. I will return to this matter later in
this chapter.
4 As the Dutch research institute ITS points out, when the Netherlands is concerned, the emergence of this
“new immigrant entrepreneurship” is largely attributable to the rapid growth of the portion of second-genera-
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educated or resourceful immigrants, new business chances have arisen on the lower end of
the market. Economic and political processes like fragmenting consumer markets, greater
emphasis on innovation, rapid decreasing costs of computing power, internationalization of
production and increased global competition, vertical disintegration of businesses, and institutional changes such as large-scale deregulation and privatization (Kloosterman 2003b, 312
– 14; Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 2007, 72; Van Delft, Gorter, and Nijkamp 1998,
2000) have unlocked business possibilities for immigrants. These new business opportunities are found in manufacturing and producer services as well as in consumer and personal
services: mail delivery, security, and catering are some examples of services that immigrants,
despite a lack of personal resources, can provide to larger companies; the garment industry
is a well-known manufacturing sector taken in by immigrants anywhere around the world
(Rath 2002); social reproduction services such as childcare or housecleaning are personal
services that immigrants can deliver to private households (Kloosterman 2000, 96).
More than the traditional immigrant enterprises, businesses in this so-called “post-industrial trajectory” rely on the ability of the immigrants to link up with native entrepreneurs
or with a general clientele (Kloosterman 2003b, 315). In other words: compared to the
strong co-ethnic relations on which the “typical immigrant businesses” are usually based,
this “new immigrant entrepreneurship” (Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 2007) generally depends on a more heterogeneous set of relations. Think of Juliet, briefly portrayed in
the introductory section of this chapter: this woman deliberately and energetically engaged
in a sector that summoned her to widen her horizon beyond the own ethnic community and
develop business linkages with people of unknown culture and background—as she explicated, this was a greater challenge to her capacities. Her proactive approach of large, reorganizing firms in and outside the country of settlement tapped a market which her fellow countrymen in business had “not ever thought about;” according to her, it was precisely her
“unusual and wider outlook” that explained the success of her business. In any case, Juliet
and her book business because of these operational features seem to fit the modern entrepreneurial shoe better than the classical one.

The transnational trail: most innovative immigrant entrepreneurship?
Like Juliet, immigrants are found to more and more often look for business opportunities
and niches beyond the national borders of their adopted country. However, unlike Juliet who
primarily focused on the U.S.-market, immigrant entrepreneurs seem to find these economic
opportunities first and foremost in business linkages with their country of origin. These
border-crossing immigrants run so-called transnational enterprises. Josephine provides a
good example of such a transnational entrepreneur. The products this woman sells in the
Netherlands are manufactured in her hometown in the Philippines; as such she connects the
two culturally distinct and physically remote areas of her settlement and origin into one field
of action, also described as “transnational villages” (Levitt 2001), “transnational fields”
(Glick Schiller and Fouron 1999; Vertovec 1999), or “transnational social spaces” (Faist

tion immigrants (which in the definition used by ITS also includes persons who are born abroad yet came to
the Netherlands before their sixth anniversary—and who thus spent their educational years here): in 1995,
barely five percent of the then 34,000 immigrant entrepreneurs belonged to this group; 10 years later, the
second generation already constituted nearly a fourth of all immigrant entrepreneurs. Being better educated,
more fluent in Dutch, and more familiar with support possibilities and regulations, it is primarily this group
that engages in the high-grade services, more often serves native clients, and uses the regular business networks (ITS 2007, 7, 11 – 12).
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2000a; Pries 1999). Though there is some skepticism about the scope of this development5,
the emerging literature suggests that many immigrants follow this “transnational trail.” For
instance, Portes et al., who carried out one of the first large-scale studies on transnational
entrepreneurship among various Latino entrepreneurs in the United States, found that
“transnational entrepreneurs represent a large proportion, often the majority, of the selfemployed persons in immigrant communities” (2002, 293); Wenhong and Wellman mention
that 42 percent of Chinese-Canadian entrepreneurs are transnationals (2007, 6); and half of
Silicon Valley’s foreign-born entrepreneurs in the survey of Saxenian, Motoyama, and Quan
(N = 1,746) had “set up subsidiaries, joint ventures, subcontracting, or other business operations in their native countries—and most of the other half would consider establishing such
operations in the future” (2002, 37; see furthermore Itzigsohn et al. 1999; Landolt 2001;
Wong and Ng 2002).
In recent years, the literature on immigrant entrepreneurship has paid increasing attention to these grassroots border-crossing entrepreneurial operations, i.e. expressions of
“transnationalism from below,” to be distinguished from instances of “transnationalism from
above,” which in this respect refers to the big multinational companies that have large capital flows, complex ownership, and large numbers of employees (Smith and Guarnizo 1998
for this distinction; also see Kivisto 2001; Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999; Wong and Ng
2002). Case studies have shown how these small entrepreneurial ventures cover a wide
range of activities that greatly vary in scale, intensity, and levels of formality or institutionalization. Formal investment banks transfer immigrants’ remittances to their country of birth;
informally operating “financierasi” do as well (Zhou 2004, 1055). Personally traveling back
and forth between origin and settlement country, Salvadoran viajeros (Mahler 1999) deliver
mail or supplies to the ones left behind. Ecuadorian Otavalan merchants stuff their suitcases
with hometown made clothes or jewellery to be traded on the streets in touristic capital
cities (Kyle 1999); larger trading companies ship containers full of merchandise between
migrants and stayers. Not only multi-billion firms but also small enterprises headed by “ordinary (wo)man” have production plants abroad and distribute manufactured goods across the
globe. Chinese entrepreneurs in Germany run transnational IT-businesses with computer
manufactures in Taiwan (Leung 2004). Just to give some examples of what in the emerging
literature is labeled as transnational entrepreneurship. Though definitions of the phenomenon
do differ (I will return to this in greater detail in a later section of this chapter), these examples
undeniably indicate how immigrants not only use existing opportunities within their country
of settlement but, using their specific cultural knowledge of two societies and employing border-crossing networks, are also able to seize or even create new opportunities in a transnational field. It is this particular form of entrepreneurship which by some is seen as “the truly
novel phenomenon” (Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2001, 11 – 12), or at least one of the most
innovative and dynamic phenomena (Itzigsohn et al. 1999, 322; Wenhong and Wellman 2007,
6), within contemporary migration processes.
Considering these transnational economic activities by individual immigrants as an unprecedented phenomenon is however not entirely correct. We do find examples of this type
of immigrant entrepreneurship in the past: Jews, Chinese, Armenians, Indians, and several
5 Some researchers state that transnational business activities are rather exceptional, “regularly undertaken
only by a small minority of group members” (Zhou 2004, 1058) and representing little more than tangential
phenomena of little numerical or substantive import (Lopez 2001, in Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2002, 282).
This scepticism is fed by a lack of quantifiable insight into the scope and intensity of immigrants’ participation
in transnational business; so far, small-scale ethnographic and qualitative case studies on this topic prevail
(Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2002; Wenhong and Wellman 2007; Wong 2004; Zhou 2004).
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other immigrant groups were already doing long before what at present is sometimes presented as a new way of earning a livelihood (Faist 2000a; Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt
1999). Yet, while these historic trading people can perhaps be seen as the predecessors of
today’s transnational immigrant entrepreneurs (Light 2001), various scholars argue that the
entrepreneurs were generally more privileged. Wong and Ng for instance assert that the
transnational practices amongst earlier Chinese businesses were “very much limited to a
small elite of extremely wealthy merchants” (2002, 514). Similarly, Portes, Guarnizo, and
Landolt say about this: “For all their significance, early transnational economic … enterprises
were not normative, or even common among the vast majority of immigrants, nor were they
undergirded by the thick web of regular instantaneous communication and easy personal
travel that we encounter today” (1999, 227). Whether transnational entrepreneurship is
nowadays indeed normative can be questioned, but the technological conditions of the
present time have undoubtedly opened up transnational business as an adaptation option
for a much wider public (Itzigsohn et al. 1999; Kelly 2003; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Portes,
Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999; Wong and Ng 2002).
In sum, in the past decades, entrepreneurial activities among immigrants have become
increasingly heterogeneous in scale, size, reach, and levels of professionalism. Immigrants
have diversified their economic activities and operate businesses ranging from tiny familyrun stores serving a captive market of co-ethnics, to companies employing hundreds of
people and attending to a general market. Moreover, these entrepreneurs operate from local
up to global scales and use strategies that do not necessarily reflect their ethnic-cultural
backgrounds. Obviously, such observations challenge the conventional paradigms developed
to understand the causes and consequences of immigrant entrepreneurship. The following
section briefly reviews the most important explanatory frameworks and discusses how the
discourse has developed into the currently popular mixed embeddedness approach.

2.3 From one-sided explanations to an integrated approach
The explanations that scholars until fairly recently advanced for the varying proclivity to and
success in business among immigrant groups can largely be subsumed into two approaches
in which either the characteristics of the immigrant groups or the receiving country’s opportunities for business stood central (Pütz 2003; Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart
2005; Van den Tillaart 2007).
Along with the increasing entrepreneurial inclination of immigrants, in the 1970s the
interest of researchers also grew, initially especially within the U.S. and among cultural anthropologists and sociologists. These scholars drew the attention first and foremost to the
supposedly different ways in which immigrants ran their business compared to native entrepreneurs. These differences were believed to ensue from the immigrants’ distinct ethniccultural backgrounds. Hence, in these early days, the focus was primarily on the supply side
of entrepreneurship. This supply side perspective, also known as the cultural or culturalist
approach, thus argued that ethnic-cultural resources and preferences of the immigrants
favored and shaped their business involvement.6 Immigrants would enjoy a particular
“ethnic advantage” (Aldrich, Jones, and McEvoy 1984), which derives from their “imported
6 Some early studies based on this school of thought are: Bonacich 1973; Bovenkerk 1982; Light 1972;
Werbner 1980. In 1987, the journal Sociological Perspectives dedicated a special issue to “the ethnic economy,”
with contributions from, amongst others, Bonacich, Portes, and Zimmer and Aldrich.
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or transplanted culture in terms of values, believes and conducts” that is “retrieved, invoked,
produced and reproduced to start and maintain ethnic business” (Bun and Ong 1995, 523).
Cultural ideologies and strategies (such as the so-called “protestant work ethic”7), the immigrants’ family and social networks, mutual solidarity, and ethnic institutions would predispose and direct them towards entrepreneurial activities in the receiving society. As Leung
claims, subscribers to this thinking in fact viewed an immigrant business “first and foremost
ethnic before it was considered as a business” (2004, 97). As of today, still a strong strand of
the international literature on immigrant entrepreneurship emphasizes the characteristics
of the entrepreneurs and the role of the immigrant or minority cultures they belong too
(noted by, for instance, Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001, 242; Kanas, Van Tubergen, and Van
der Lippe 2009; Ram and Jones 2005, 222; Rath and Kloosterman 2000)8.
Since the 1980s however, studies increasingly started pointing out that this cultural explanation was “not universally satisfactory” (Rath 2000c, 4). Some immigrant groups, such
as the Cubans and Koreans in the U.S., engaged in entrepreneurship without any cultural
tradition of, or inborn proclivity to, entrepreneurship (Light and Rosenstein 1995, 19, cited
by Rath 2000c, 4). Moreover, the same immigrant groups displayed strikingly diverse entrepreneurship rates in different receiving countries. These empirical observations confirmed
the necessity of finding other explanatory variables than just the immigrants’ ethnic-cultural
background (Oliveira 2007, 62; Oliveira and Rath 2008a) and so the explanations shifted to
the structural conditions in the receiving societies as accounting for immigrants’ business
activity. Followers of this line of thinking have concentrated on the role of the politico-institutional framework (Dekker 2007; Freeman and Ögelman 2000; Kloosterman 2000); on the
market conditions (Jones, McEvoy, and Barrett 2000); on the specific local urban context
(Rekers and Van Kempen 2000), or, conversely, on worldwide economic processes such as
globalization or vertical disintegration of businesses (Raes 2000; Sassen 1991). This structural approach thus focuses on the demand side, viz. the contextual or external forces in the
society of settlement that either constrain or encourage business activity. On the one hand, it
is argued that “there are certain market segments with favorable development perspectives,
especially for immigrant groups, and that some economic areas are more open to foreigners’
self-employment than others” (Pütz 2003, 555); on the other hand, it is argued (seemingly
more often than the foregoing argument and especially with regard to first-generation immigrants) that the lack of economic alternatives due to blocked opportunities in the general
labor market pushes immigrants towards self-employment. Thus, structuralist explanations
interpret immigrants’ entrepreneurial activity primarily as a response to influences or structures beyond their own control (ibid., 557).
In all, for some time, the cultural approach was contrasted with those who emphasized
the institutional or economic context in the country of settlement (Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001, 242). Causes for and variations in immigrants’ business engagement were explained either by the role of individual entrepreneurs and their allegedly distinctive resources—in short, by “the agency of the ‘ethnic’ actor” (Oliveira and Rath 2008a, 20)—or by
the structural societal conditions that immigrants face in their new environment. Recently
7 Other examples of allegedly specific cultural traits of particular populations that would promote business are
the “Calvinist and Stoical values of discipline, sobriety, frugality, self-denial (for future gain), parsimony, industry, obedience …” of the Dutch; the “hustling mentality” of Soviet Jews; and the “personal thrift” of the
Scots (Peters 2002, 46 – 47).
8 Often, this is deemed especially of relevance to Asian businesses (Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart
2005). A well-known and extensively studied example are the Chinese; their strong presence in the catering
industry has led to the rather widespread and stubborn belief that these immigrants “enter this economic
sector and run their restaurants in specific ways simply because they are Chinese” (Leung 2004, 110 – 111).
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however, scholars have started to realize that immigrant entrepreneurship is not accounted
for by either one of these two competing approaches alone. More and more, the artificiality
and one-sidedness is acknowledged of an explanation in which either culture (or agency) or
structure dictates the trajectory of socio-economic success among immigrants (Bun and Ong
1995; Gorton 2000; Rath 2000c). An important step towards this more comprehensive
understanding of immigrant entrepreneurship was made by American sociologist Waldinger
and associates with their influential work Ethnic Entrepreneurship: Immigrant Business in
Industrial Societies (1990a). In the first chapter of this study, Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward
(1990b) put forward an “interactive model” that contended that both group characteristics
and the opportunity structure, consisting of the conditions of the consumer market and
access to ownership, interact and create particular business strategies among immigrants.
This model thus explicitly moved away from the earlier mono-causal explanations and
instead included both culture and structure in the explanation of immigrant enterprise. While
with this, theory development made “great strides in the right direction” (Orderud and
Onsager 2005, 197), nonetheless, various scholars have argued that Waldinger and colleagues
neither worked out theoretically nor showed empirically in satisfactory way the relation
between group characteristics and the wider political and economic structures in which
immigrants are embedded.9 In fact, even though advocating a more balanced explanation,
Waldinger et al. would still take for granted the ethnic features and cultural traditions of
immigrants as the primary explanation for their entrepreneurial strategies (Rath 2000c, 7).
In the late 1990s, Dutch scholars Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath (1999) introduced the “mixed embeddedness approach.” While recognizing the crucial role of ethnic
networks in the emergence and operation of immigrant businesses, this approach underscores the importance of also considering the broader, time and place specific, context in
which immigrants are embedded. More so than the interactive model, it considers the various contextual processes relevant to entrepreneurship, especially the economic and politicoinstitutional ones, as these also condition the way in which markets, and thus, entrepreneurs, operate. The crux of the concept of mixed embeddedness is the matching process
between demand and supply. As the authors argue: it is the “crucial interplay between the
social, economic, and institutional contexts” (Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 1999,
257) that accounts for business activity (and success) among immigrants. Put differently: the
immigrants’ “rather concrete embeddedness in social networks of immigrants but also their
more abstract embeddedness in the socio-economic and politico-institutional environment
of the country of settlement” (Kloosterman and Rath 2001, 190), respectively their social
and structural embeddedness, need to be considered in dynamic interaction with each other.
In conclusion, in the past few decades, the discourse on immigrant entrepreneurship
has developed from a rather synthetic and unhelpful dichotomy between, on the one hand,
the immigrants’ group characteristics, personal resources, and capabilities and, on the other
hand, the receiving country’s opportunity structure into an approach that combines agency
and structure (Oliveira and Rath 2008a, 20; Orderud and Onsager 2005, 198).10 At present, it
is generally accepted that both the immigrants’ socio-cultural features and the economic and
See Rath (2000a, 4 – 10) for an overview of criticisms of several established scholars in the field.
Realizing that the divide between agency and structure is a highly complex and contested academic theme,
this thesis follows the more pragmatic understanding derivable from the mixed embeddedness hypothesis,
which sets agency apart from structure (though acknowledging their interplay); as such, agency is here understood as “embodied in the individual, but embedded in social relations through which it can become effective” (De Haan 2000, 349). It is thus part of the immigrants’ social embeddedness, which encompasses both
their personal resources and capacity to act as well as the group values and norms that guide individual
choices and decision making.
9

10
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institutional environment, thus supply and demand, together and interactively produce immigrant entrepreneurship and explain the particularities—if any—of immigrants’ daily
business operations.11 Acknowledging their dynamic interplay, the following sections for
analytical facility discuss separately the social and structural sides of the embeddedness of
immigrant entrepreneurship. Occasionally, references will be made to the Dutch situation to
show the need to contextualize the discourse on immigrant entrepreneurship; above all
however, these sections seek to provide a general though critical conception of the factors
and conditions that have been identified as effective within each of these two dimensions.

2.4 The social embeddedness of immigrant entrepreneurship
A great deal of the theorization on immigrant entrepreneurship revolves around issues of
social embeddedness, social networks and relations, and social capital. The scholarly debates
on each of these concepts are too wide and varied to be fully acknowledged here. My discussion and use of them therefore is limited to what I deem their most practical conceptions and
then primarily draws on the work of economic sociologist Granovetter, Princeton sociologists
Portes and Sensenbrenner, and Dutch scholars Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath.
Spearheaded by Granovetter’s critique of a pure “market” approach to economic action,
developed in his epoch-making article "Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem
of Embeddedness" (1985), the concept of embeddedness has sparked and represents “the
renewed interest in what sociology has to say about economic life” (Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001, 112). This “new economic sociology” emphasizes that transactions in real markets
are embedded in ongoing relations and social networks (Flap, Kumcu, and Bulder 2000,
146). Simply taken, the notion of social embeddedness means “that economic action is embedded in structures of social relations” (Razin 2002, 163). While in essence, social embeddedness is then “understood to denote the social capital or social networks economic actors
need to be economically active” (Engelen 2001, 209), within the field of migration, it has
above all been equated with the immigrants’ networks and relations within the own ethnic
community, and the ethnic-cultural values, norms, and mechanisms underpinning and
informing these interpersonal relations. As said before, many previous studies on immigrant
business consider the entrepreneurs’ social embeddedness predominantly, often even exclusively, within these people’s ethnic-cultural context (Flap, Kumcu, and Bulder 2000; Min and
Bozorgmehr 2000). Immigrants are thus often primarily seen as “ethnic subjects”: people
who first and foremost identify and consort with their compatriots in the adopted country. It
is then either their specific ethnic-cultural heritage, or the (re)construction or (re)production
of such a common ethnic-cultural background upon arrival in the new society, which would
prod them to entrepreneurship, as this ethnic identification and bonding would promote a
willingness to cooperate and help each other. Their social capital, which Portes defined as
the “capacity of individuals to command scarce resources by virtue of their membership in
networks (or broader social structures)” (1995a, 12), helps them reach goals otherwise

11 The mixed embeddedness approach has now gained much popularity amongst researchers and has been
used to study immigrant entrepreneurship in destination countries all around the world. See, for instance,
Leung (2004), who studied Chinese entrepreneurs in Germany; Peters (2002), focusing on various immigrant
populations in Western Australia; and Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy (2001) who discuss ethnic minority
business in Britain. Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart’s book on Asian migrants in the European labor
markets (2005) and the special issue of Migrações Journal on immigrant entrepreneurship (Oliveira and Rath
2008b) both contain several contributions that specifically apply this understanding as well.
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beyond their means: their economic incorporation or survival in the receiving country.12 In
this way, the (re)embedding in the own ethnic community is considered an important good
to immigrants, especially given their usual lack of financial resources and human capital. At
the same time as the notion of social capital thus denotes the resources that one can derive
from his/her personal relations, the concept is also employed as an investment [italics
added] theory of social relations (Flap, Kumcu, and Bulder 2000, 158). The base assumption
is then that people invest in their social relations since they expect these to provide them
access to certain resources (Grootaert 1998).
Acknowledging the plurality of situations that the concept by its very generality encompasses, within the context of the present study, social capital is about “economically
relevant expectations” (Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001, 114). Three sources, or mechanisms, underlying these economically relevant expectations are then of specific interest as
these may have strong affinity to the experiences of immigrant groups: reciprocity, bounded
solidarity, and enforceable trust. Many studies of migrant incorporation stress that reciprocity administers the relations between co-ethnics (see, for instance, Ballard 2001; Faist 2000a,
2004; Guarnizo and Díaz 1999; Riccio 2001; Salaff et al. 2003; Vasta 2004): previous good
deeds to others accumulate “chits” (Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001, 115), or what may be
seen as a “social credit,” which can be called upon in times of need. In other words, immigrants
develop and keep up their relations with fellow countrymen in anticipation of a reward; they
invest in others, trusting that their favors will, some time and somehow, be repaid.
Compared to the concept of reciprocity, the concepts of “enforceable trust” and
“bounded solidarity” as sources of social capital are somewhat more specified in their underpinnings and effects. Bounded solidarity refers to the feelings of belonging and mutual
loyalty within the ethnic group, which become stronger when this group confronts disadvantageous circumstances in the adopted country. Hence, bounded solidarity is generally seen
as a product of the context, or a situational reaction (ibid.), and therefore also called “reactive ethnicity” (Light and Karageorgis 1994, 660). Infirm access to the wider social environment due to language barriers and, especially relevant in today’s era, anti-migration sentiments and discrimination, together with the immigrants’ own moral sense of a shared
collective responsibility, strengthen the relations between compatriots and so result in a
reinforcement of the collective ethnic identity and a reassertion of distinctness. As Pütz puts
it: “Their outsider status, possibly coerced by an adverse environment, fosters interrelational connections, intensify personal relations, lead to trust, cooperation, and collective self
support” (2003, 555). Their “particular circumstance of ‘foreignness’” (Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001, 116) provides immigrants a sense of security and belonging in an unfamiliar
environment, and endows them, in very concrete ways, with the resources to incorporate. It
is ‘together being strangers’ that helps them deal with common adversities.
Such a heightened sense of community among immigrants is also a key element in enforceable trust as a mechanism for social capital. Yet this mechanism is, unlike the more
principled/morally imperative “defensive banding together” that features bounded solidarity, primarily instrumental by nature and “generated by individual members’ disciplined
compliance with group expectations” (ibid., 115 – 116). These group expectations, or norms on
acceptable or intolerable behavior, are considered more important than the personal desires
of the immigrants. In the interest of maintaining their reputation or good standing, people are
forced to fulfil their obligations (Flap, Kumcu, and Bulder 2000, 147); those who do not behave
12 Tellingly, when immigrants are concerned, the concept of social capital is often put on par with “ethnic
capital,” as well as sometimes referred to as “cultural capital” (Menzies et al. 2000, 6).
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according to the internal rules run the risk to be excluded from the group and, as a consequence, lose their access to the resources available in it.
Recapitulating, ethnic belonging and membership in ethnic collectivities form important mechanisms for reinforcing norms and values. Operating from below, these norms and
values—unwritten codes of conduct, to be distinguished from the formal rules and regulations imposed from above—form means of support and control necessary for economic life
in the community (Zhou 2004, 1044): to immigrant entrepreneurs, norms and values rooted
in bounded solidarity and enforceable trust have widely been argued, and empirically
proven, to translate into a pool of mutual aid, financial capital, insider information, low-cost
ethnic labor, and a fairly stable clientele with particular ethnic-cultural wishes that native
entrepreneurs often cannot (or do not want to) provide for (see, amongst many others,
Kanas, Van Tubergen, and Van der Lippe 2009; Leung 2004; Light, Bhachu, and Karageorgis
1993; Portes 1995b; Staring 2000). In these ways, the immigrants’ co-ethnic relations “increase the likelihood of entrepreneurial attempts by persons within that group and raise the
probability of success” (Aldrich and Zimmer 1986, 14, in Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001,
119); accordingly, the immigrants’ group identity and ethnic networks are widely considered vital components of business success.13

The “other sides” of social embeddedness
Such a conception of social embeddedness may however be too short-sighted for at least two
reasons. First, it likely portrays a too positive or idealistic image of the role of ethnic networks and relations in immigrant entrepreneurship. Second, social embeddedness comprises more than an embedding in the own ethnic community. Both objections will be
elaborated upon below, resulting in some suggestions on how to then treat this dimension of
immigrants’ mixed embeddedness.
First, scholars, while accepting that social networks are important in economic life, only
rather recently started to realize that the relations that immigrants maintain with their
compatriots are no panacea for business success; there are various downsides to this social
capital. Aside from identifying the positive consequences of social capital, Portes and Sensenbrenner (2001) also highlight a range of negative effects, such as the claims co-ethnics
can make on the entrepreneur’s profits, or the constraints that group norms can put on
individual expression. Business owners may for example feel morally pressured to hire
unemployed fellow countrymen, while from a business perspective this may not be the most
efficient choice. Thus, immigrant entrepreneurs can have “too much or the wrong [italics
added] kind of social capital” (Flap, Kumcu, and Bulder 2000, 151). Their social capital may
furthermore deliver them fewer resources than sometimes presumed. More than once, it
seems to be simply taken for granted that co-ethnic relations contain the resources needed
to put up and run a viable business, ignoring that ethnic groups differ in their ability to
provide for the assistance needed as well as in their means to supervise the behavior of
group members. The utility of enforceable trust may so soon be exaggerated; as Flap, Kumcu,
and Bulder note: “The instrumental value of social capital depends on conditions such as the
extent to which the community is the sole or principal source of reward, approval and
business opportunities” (161). Moreover, immigrant groups do not feel the same need to fall
back on the own ethnic group for help (and thus rely to various degrees on bounded solidar13 Menzies et al. (2000) reviewed the ethnic minority literature from 1988 to 2000 (with 80 empirical studies
on entrepreneurship) and found strong support for the advantageous use in business of ethnic social capital,
including co-ethnic labor, co-ethnic markets, and co-ethnic sources of finance.
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ity as a source of social capital) simply because they do not experience equal levels of confrontation. State policies and public sentiments towards newcomers vary—for different
immigrant groups as well as over time. The Dutch context illustrates this well. Only 30 years
ago, Spanish and Italian immigrants in the Netherlands figured as problem categories, now,
they are considered as “relatively non-problematical” (Rath 2000a, 16); instead, and especially since 9/11 2001, the Muslim part of the population has the become object of widespread suspicion and stigmatization, plausibly to such degree that it severely limits their
chances on the labor market and urges them to solve their problems by reverting to the own
group. Clearly, the (re)production and (re)construction of ethnic ties, and so their potential as
a resource to business, is sensitive to contextual conditions, and these conditions by themselves are neither static but must be historicized (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 15).
Second, we must realize that the immigrants’ social embeddedness should not be considered merely within their ethnic-cultural context. As Rath says, the “strong and one-sided
focus on groups and group processes … creates the impression that entrepreneurship, and
more generally, the economic incorporation of immigrants outside their own group cannot
effectively take place” (2001a, 5). Recall the emergence of a new class of immigrant entrepreneurs within the so-called “post-industrial trajectory,” whose businesses depend on ties
with native institutions and who cater to a general clientele (Kloosterman 2003b). This
development proves that immigrants can be economically active without mobilizing their
ethnic relations. In fact, recent figures reveal that precisely those entrepreneurs who do not
confine themselves to the own ethnic market generally perform better and have more
promising future prospects (EIM 2007). This seems to support Granovetter’s renowned
claim in his 1973-published article “The Strength of Weak Ties” that strong ties (such as
primary relations and those often found between the members of an ethnic community) are
inherently limited in scope, whereas weak relations (relations which lack the emotional
closeness found in primary relations, like specialized contacts in formal organizations or
between clients and suppliers) expand the reach of the network.14 Thus, according to Granovetter, weak ties are more functional to business than strong ties as these serve as bridges,
uniting diverse networks without requiring major investments by network members and
thus increasing as well as diversifying the pool of resources potentially available to them.
Inspired by recent empirical evidence, scholars as well as policy makers now appear to
increasingly recognize the potential of a more heterogeneous social embedding of immigrant
entrepreneurs. Zhou, for instance, contends that “networks that pivot around family or
ethnic relations are manifested in trust-based strong ties. These strong ties may be less
beneficial and of less value than those occupationally-based weak ties” (2004, 1059; also see
Parnwell 2005, 28; Wahlbeck 2004). In the 2005-published Action Plan “New entrepreneurship: exploiting the opportunities,” realized in cooperation between various Dutch government departments and employer’s organizations, one of the proposed spearheads of future
action is to make native business networks more accessible for newcomers (Ministerie van
Economische Zaken 2005).
Yet this tendency to locate immigrant entrepreneurship in an ethnic-cultural framework not only concerns the broader outward relations, but also the more intimate or
In rather similar vein, Putnam (2000) speaks of bonding and bridging social capital, with the first referring
to dense networks of homogenous groups of people and the latter to loose networks of heterogeneous groups;
according to him too, these more loose networks are more powerful as without them, “bonding” groups can
become isolated. In the migration literature, bonding social capital is used for the co-ethnic contacts, while
bridging social capital is used to denote the contacts between people of different ethnicities—as between
immigrants and natives.
14
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bounded relations, such as those within the private sphere of the household. Foregoing
studies have repeatedly simply assumed the observed cooperation of wife and children in
the business to be a culturally defined feature of immigrant firms. Take for instance the case
of the Chinese restaurant keepers; their employment of family in the business is widely
considered a typical expression of their ethnic entrepreneurship. Leung (2002, 2004) however strongly challenges this popular culturalistic view, empirically illustrating how these
entrepreneurs are much “less ethnic” or “less cultural” in their business pursuits than
usually assumed. Leung: “While the family workforce has always been utilized in small
Chinese restaurant businesses, it has little to do with ‘being Chinese.’ Rather it is a practice
common to many small enterprises, regardless of the ethnic background of the entrepreneurs” (2004, 119). Thus, the mere fact that family members (or other co-ethnics) partake in
immigrant business may not necessarily have to do with cultural beliefs or ethnic preferences per se.
In all, a growing number of researchers criticize the strong focus on ethnic-cultural or
social features in the explanations for the emergence and supposedly particular expressions
of immigrant business. According to some, this tendency to overstate the significance of the
role of ethnic relations is at least partially a result of a rather uncritical reiteration of the
theorization based on empirical evidence from the U.S. (Engelen 2001; Kloosterman and
Rath 2001; Leung 2004), and thus ignorance of how both the migration history and the
perception of immigrants rather strongly differ between this continent and European countries and may differently impact upon the production of social capital and the immigrants’
economic activities (Rath 2001a).
These notes on the social embeddedness of immigrants provide a number of lessons.
First, they explain why this thesis, following Rath’s argumentation (2001b), employs the
term immigrant entrepreneurship rather than labeling this, as in much of the literature, as
ethnic and as such a priori suggesting that it is different from that of the native population
simply because of the entrepreneurs’ distinct ethnicity.15 Second, they causion the need to be
more careful in noting and explaining the characteristics of the social relations that immigrants maintain and the role these relations play in their entrepreneurial ventures. For
instance, it is important not to see the role of the ethnic group as something static or predetermined. Moreover, instead of automatically—or simply—celebrating the immigrants’ ethnic
relations as an aid to their business pursuits, the study of immigrant enterprise must more
critically inquire whether confinement in or orientation towards the own ethnic network is
indeed beneficial or whether breaking out and competition is more in the business’ interests.
Finally, on the level of the household, a gender sensitive approach may deepen our understanding of how and why family members partake in the business. As Raghuram and Hardill
argue (1998, 481):
Some surveys have indicated the extent to which minority ethnic, especially Asian, businesses have
used family relations as social capital on which to build an enterprise ... They suggest that this social embeddedness of minority enterprise explains the propensity of minority ethnic people to engage in self-employment. Such studies have, however, remained largely gender-blind. Gender has

15 Also the adjective “new,” used in the 2006-Monitor of Ethnic Entrepreneurship (EIM 2007) to refer to the
business activities of non-natives in the Netherlands (the document accordingly—and to be more precise—
not entitled “Monitor Ethnic Entrepreneurship” but “Monitor New Entrepreneurship”), is deemed unfit as this
similarly beforehand suggests a distinction between entrepreneurial activities of natives and immigrants that
may not exist. I already advocated the use of the term “immigrant” instead of the term “allochthonous”—as
the latter term these days has taken a pejorative connotation.
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remained an unexplored analytical category as the ways in which such embeddedness operates is
assumed to be gender neutral.

Or, as Essers puts it: “The simultaneous occurrence of entrepreneurship, gender and ethnicity is an underdeveloped research area” (2008, 28).
Taken together, this thesis takes the view that the immigrants’ personal agency in developing social relations must be central in the examination of their social embeddedness;
this social embeddedness then entails, aside from the broader and less personal relations
(within as well as outside the own ethnic group), also the narrow social relations (as with
particular others, viz. close friends, family, and household members) that the immigrants
maintain for the benefit of their business. This more critical analysis of the development and
features of immigrants’ “broad” and narrow” social embeddedness and of the immigrants’
interactive and dynamic processes of personal identity formation holds more potential for
understanding why these persons start and operate business in (possibly) particular ways.

2.5 The structural embeddedness of immigrant entrepreneurship
Notwithstanding the significance of the immigrant’s social embeddedness, whether “ethnic”
or not, in his/her entrepreneurial endeavor, according to the mixed embeddedness hypothesis, this alone does not account for the economic space in which one can operate. This space,
referred to as the opportunity structure, depends on the openings that are there to set up a
viable business. In section 2.2, I described how internationalization of production, fragmenting consumer markets, shifts to more flexible ways of production, and other processes
related to the global economic restructuring have opened up new business possibilities in
manufacturing, consumer, and producer services (Kloosterman 2003b; Kloosterman, Van
der Leun, and Rath 2007, 72; Van Delft, Gorter, and Nijkamp 1998, 2000). While these
universal trends have transformed all western economies into post-industrial societies, this
does not mean that the opportunity structure is the same everywhere. The opportunity
structure not only concerns the state of technology, the costs of production factors, the
nature of the consumer demands, and other aspects of the economic environment, but also
the institutional context. Different institutional frameworks create different post-industrial
self-employment trajectories and hence different opportunity structures, both for native and
immigrant entrepreneurs (Rath and Kloosterman 2002b, 4). This section elaborates on this
institutional context as part of the structural embeddedness of immigrant enterprise.
Evidently, the national organization of the welfare state, including migration and integration policies, general market regulations, and social legislation, is an important determinant of the opportunity structure. The countries of North America and West Europe
illustrate this well. In the U.S., described as a “rather lean welfare state” (Rath 2001a, 18), the
low labor security level and more liberal economic climate have contributed to the “remarkable flowering of businesses operated by immigrants“ (Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001,
243). Conversely, in Europe, the generally highly regulated and protected labor markets,
high wages at the lower end of the market, and more expanded set of social security benefits
are pointed out to both decrease the necessity of starting up business and to discourage
immigrants to make a success of their entrepreneurial pursuit (Freeman and Ögelman 2000;
Leung 2004, 98; Rath 2000c, 13 – 14). At the same time, the opportunities to engage in
business also seem more limited in the more conservative European welfare regimes: high
entry barriers in the form of regulations, protective measures, and laws put up severe
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obstacles to put up business and become successful as an entrepreneur.16 Still, stimulating
entrepreneurship, both in general and among immigrants in specific, has become an important plank in the economic policies of many advanced economies (Kloosterman 2003a;
Oliveira and Rath 2008a), the Netherlands included. Here, since the 1980s, the central
government has encouraged self-employment in general and that of immigrants in particular
by diminishing all kinds of barriers to small scale entrepreneurship (Commissie Blok 2004,
240 – 42; Engelen 2002; Kloosterman 2003a; Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 2007;
Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart 2005). Fiscal measures, alleviation of regulations
and lowering of administrative burdens, reduction of red tape, and other policy measures all
intended to create an attractive general business climate, yet often made it easier especially
for immigrants to start business. The step-by-step liberalization of the Establishment Law
from 1996 onwards, for example, meant an important opening up of business opportunities
in particular for immigrant entrepreneurs (Commissie Blok 2004; Kloosterman 2003a). In
addition, various programs have been implemented specifically to stimulate entrepreneurship among immigrants.
Importantly, however, regulatory regimes not just on the national level but also on lower levels condition the way in which markets operate and so affect the opportunities for
small-scale business. In fact, local governments may do so even more substantially than the
higher authorities, since these over the past decades have generally assumed more power.
Even though, for instance, urban policies may be launched at the national level, local governments often have considerable room to implement these as they see fit. In addition,
private institutions and quasi non-governmental organizations (quangos) are entrusted with
former government tasks. Decentralization, privatization, and deregulation so undeniably
create regional or local differentiation in opportunities for business. As in other western
countries (Oliveira and Rath 2008a), also in the Netherlands, a range of diverse programs
specifically targeting immigrants has been set up at the local level, both by governmental
and (quasi) non-governmental institutions.17 However, as a consequence of their small
financial and short term base, and due to difficulties in reaching and communicating with the
target group, most of these projects have not been very successful (EIM 2007; Engelen 2002;
ITS 2007; Van Delft, Gorter, and Nijkamp 1998, 2000; Van den Tillaart and Poutsma 1998).
Besides, in recent years, support of the local authorities for immigrant entrepreneurs seems
to become incorporated more and more into the generic programs for starters (EIM 2007).
That said, the institutional framework refers not only to the formal rules set out by local
and national governments, but also to the informal rules or attitudes that govern behavior,
such as the exclusionary practices by semi-public bodies such as branch organizations. In the
Dutch corporatist tradition, where the state shares the political space with (quasi) nongovernmental organizations, these practices are quite important (Kloosterman 2003a; Rath
2000a).18 Moreover, the actual enforcement (or non-enforcement) of rules and regulations
also bears on immigrant business activity (Kloosterman 2000, 2003a; Rath and Kloosterman
16 See Kloosterman (2000) for a more profound comparison of the European and American regulatory
frameworks, and how these in diverging ways affect trends in immigrant entrepreneurship.
17 An example is the PiNO—Partners in Nieuw Ondernemerschap (Partners in New Entrepreneurship)—
intiative, a joint venture of the municipality of The Hague, the Chambers of Commerce, the tax authorities, and
various other institutions, and primarily active in organizing free thematic meetings on, for instance, finance,
tax regulations, or permissions (see www.pinodenhaag.nl).
18 Earlier in this chapter, I distinguished group norms on behavior from formal rules and regulations, the first
described as operating from below and being part of one’s social embeddedness, and the latter as being
imposed from above and as such being part of one’s structural embeddedness. Apparently, there is a grey area
in the informal or unwritten rules of conduct that operate somewhere between above and below and between
social and structural embeddedness.
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2002b, 7). As Kloosterman (2003a) argues, considering that many immigrant entrepreneurs
resort to informal business practices, they are relatively sensitive to shifts in the enforcement
regime. An example is provided by the Turkish garment industry: the mushrooming and
flourishing of this industry in the Netherlands, late 1980s early 1990s, was not only because
of the generally favorable economic climate, but also due to the “extremely accommodating
attitude of the authorities towards their informal practices” (Rath 2000a, 14); once these
informal practices were no longer tolerated, this business sector rapidly went down. Thus,
the extent to which informal practices are tolerated is just as much part of the structural side
of embeddedness as are formal regulations.

The economic geographies of immigrant entrepreneurship
Clearly, also in the post-industrial era, western societies, as well as regions and cities within
one and the same society, still represent different opportunity structures, with varied
implications for the incorporation possibilities for its residents. In view of these spatially
different conditions, Kloosterman and Rath (2001) propose a “three level approach” to
unravel the opportunity structure and its underlying dynamics, and then distinguish the
national, regional/urban, and neighborhood level. Reasonably however, the number of
spatial levels can go beyond these three suggested. As I argued in the previous section,
consideration of the conditions and processes at work on the level of the household, for
instance, may reveal additional conditions that stimulate or hamper entrepreneurial activity
since also the more intimate or private relations most likely inform one’s business decisions.
Here, I would like to begin my plea for the inclusion of another spatial level in the study of
immigrant entrepreneurship: that of the transnational social space.
For around two decades now, immigrants are increasingly observed to “live dual lives”
(Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999), or, more accurately, to live in two (or more) societies
at the same time (Parnwell 2005). More and more, their obligations and solidarities, identities, and interests extend beyond the country of residence, and their relations, activities,
interactions, and transactions across the borders, specifically those with their former home
country, have become more frequent, diversified, and intensified (Adamson 2002; Kelly
2003; Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999). Hence, immigrants’ socio-economic incorporation into the adopted society no longer necessarily nor exclusively depends on their embeddedness in this society’s domestic context (Faist 2000a; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; Salih
2002; Smith 2001). However, despite this acknowledgment, much of the research and
theorization on immigrant entrepreneurship still first and foremost assumes, or focuses on,
the national setting—of the adopted country—as the context in which immigrants must take
up the opportunities to incorporate; the country of origin is often included “only as a source
of background information” (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007, 143). Such a narrow perspective is
also evident in the three-tier model by Rath and Kloosterman, as well as in the mixed embeddedness approach that these scholars developed together with Van der Leun (1999).
Even though they contend that their threefold distinction in the national, urban/regional,
and neighborhood level does not “coincide with the spatial extent of the markets immigrant
entrepreneurs are active in” (Kloosterman and Rath 2001, 193), these academics nonetheless explain that the entrepreneurial success of immigrants will “largely depend on the way
they manage to become embedded in the overall Dutch context [italics added]” (Kloosterman,
Van der Leun, and Rath 1999, 263). Even as immigrants’ linkages to broader society take a
central position in the mixed embeddedness approach and the authors recognize that
immigrants have the agency to create some economic space, they explicate primarily this in
terms of an “interactive negotiation with indigenous [italics added] institutions” (ibid.).
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While advocating the necessity to study and analyze immigrant entrepreneurship in its
wider context, apparently, this approach still understands the structural embeddedness of
immigrants first and foremost as “the economic, political and institutional environment in
the country of settlement [italics added]” (Van den Tillaart 2007, 83). As such, also this
approach passes over, or plays down, the fact that new geographies of migration have
emerged and that immigrants generate new spatial arrangements beyond the local and
national level. Immigrants can, and do, link up, cooperate, and bargain with actors outside
the country of settlement; at the same time, forces and conditions from outside the country
of settlement may affect their entrepreneurial decisions and business performance.
These notions suggest thinking beyond the spatial constraints of existing conceptual
and analytical frameworks in understanding the causes and consequences of immigrant
entrepreneurship. I would like to propose two additions to the mixed embeddedness approach, one of a more analytical and the other of a more conceptual nature. First, it seems
useful to analytically distinguish between immigrant entrepreneurship that is domestically
and transnationally embedded. Second, taking a transnational perspective on the mixed
embeddedness of either type of immigrant entrepreneurship (thus irrespective of the scope
of their activities) may offer more profound insight into the dynamics and forces informing,
and ensuing, from immigrants’ agency. The following two sections deal with these two
matters respectively.

2.6 The transnational embeddedness of immigrant entrepreneurship
So far, this thesis has treated the phenomenon of transnationalism in a rather indefinite way,
simply referring to practices and expressions of immigrants’ behavior that keep them
connected, imagined or real, to their country of birth. However indefinite, this definition is in
fact already more confined than that used by other scholars, who view the phenomenon as
the connections between migrants and their compatriots wherever in the world, as such
including more than two countries in the phenomenon (Bailey 2001; Faist 2000a; Kivisto
2001; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Parnwell 2005).19 Apart from this curtailment, the foregoing still described transnationalism rather unspecifically as something that has to do with
the shape, contours, and structure of border-crossing activities and the processes and
agencies that sustain these, as well as with identity formation and identity politics in both
material and imagined sense; seen as such, it thus concerns feelings, sentiments, and identity, as well as concrete events and activities all at once (Yeoh, Willis, and Fakhri 2003, 207).
Depicted in such a free-floating manner, there are many different ways of being transnationally engaged—or embedded (as the situation in which one is transnationally engaged). At
the same time, each type of transnational engagement, or embeddedness, can vary greatly in
intensity, frequency, dimension, and scope. The multitude and versatility of expressions and
appearances that have been labeled as transnationalism is a noted weakness in this field of
study (Kivisto 2001; Nyberg-Sørensen 2003). As Vertovec asserts, “Transnationalism is a
notion that has become over-used to describe too wide a range of phenomena” (2001, 576).20
19 In this regard, Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes (2006, 297) distinguish “bilateral” transnationalism (which,
obviously, corresponds to my definition of the phenomenon) from “multilateral” transnationalism, while
Lucassen (2006) uses the term “bi-national.”
20 In an earlier work, Vertovec (1999) classified these descriptions surrounding meanings, processes, scales,
and methods concerning the notion of ‘transnationalism’ in six broad groups, i.e. transnationalism as a social
morphology (the new border spanning social formations), a type of consciousness (marked by dual or
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Thus, one of the main questions in the discourse on transnationalism is what practices
or expressions are usefully considered transnational. Scholars have answered this question
roughly in two contrasting ways: either they look upon the phenomenon from a rather
exclusive or narrow point of view, or they consider it more comprehensively. Portes and
fellows for instance mainly focus on economic aspects and only include concrete manifestations with a more or less professional character, reducing the concept to “occupations and
activities that require regular and sustained social contacts over time across national borders for their implementation” (1999, 219). In contrast, Basch, Glick Schilller, and Szanton
Blanc (1994) are more inclusive, conceiving transnationalism as everyday social practices
that range from economic opportunities to the choice of identities. More recently, Al-Ali,
Black, and Koser (2001) and Engbersen et al. (2003) similarly propose to consider a mere
reflection of the immigrant’s ethnicity in his or her activities or an emotional identification
with the origin country as instances of transnationalism; according to these scholars, transnationalism does not necessarily refer to actual border-crossing conduct.
A more nuanced, third, approach of the phenomenon is provided by categorizing the
variety of its occurrences. In addition to elementary typologies that distinguish between the
main domains (economic, political, social, or cultural) in which one can be transnationally
involved (see for instance Itzigsohn et al. 1999; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Portes, Guarnizo,
and Landolt 1999), transnationalism has also been classified by incorporating some kind of
qualifier to distinguish the varying degrees to which people are transnationally engaged or
embedded. Engbersen et al. (2003) for instance discern “weak transnationalism,” which
includes a sense of belonging to the native soil or an ethnic identification, from “strong
transnationalism,” which involves repeated and professional border-crossing. Similarly,
Itzigsohn and associates distinguish between “narrow” and “broad” transnationalism, in
which the first type consists of activities characterized by a high degree of institutionalization, personal involvement, and/or travel abroad, whereas broad transnationalism refers to
“a series of material and symbolic practices in which people engage that involve only sporadic physical movement between the two countries, a low level of institutionalization, or just
occasional personal involvement” (1999, 323).
In order to “avoid its spurious extension to every aspect of reality” (Portes, Guarnizo,
and Landolt 1999, 219), the present study argues in favor of a rather exclusive understanding and definition of being transnationally engaged—or embedded. In addition to, as noted,
delimiting the transnational social space to the immigrants’ country of origin and country of
settlement, this implies that transnational embeddedness requires a concrete expression: it
is about partaking in concrete ties or bonds that unite both societies in one field of action.
Thus, the attention goes first and foremost out to the observable border-crossing transactions. Notably, this perception of transnational embeddedness does not disregard the existence, nor significance, of the more symbolic or immaterial dimension inherent in
transnationalism, i.e. immigrants’ sentiments of belonging and enduring identification with
their native soil. Obviously, these feelings do contribute to the emergence and strength of the
transnational field as without them geographical distances would likely less frequently and
less intensively be bridged (Faist 2000a). However, apart from the argument that such a
“double consciousness” (Golbert 2001) may be considered not ”novel enough” to apply for a
new label (immigrants have always felt belonging and identified with their ancestral homes),
multiple identifications), a mode of cultural reproduction (variously described as syncretism, creolization,
bricolage, cultural translation, and hybridity), an avenue of capital (primarily in reference to transnational
corporations and remittances), a site of political engagement (both by the civic sector as well as by individual
immigrants), and, finally, a reconstruction of place or locality (or the emergence of new ‘translocalities’).
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as I see it, it alone is not sufficient to speak of transnational embeddedness. Rather than
conceiving of transnational embeddedness as a “way of belonging” and including those
practices or symbols that demonstrate a certain ethnic consciousness or membership to a
particular group (e.g. language, religious affiliation, cultural values, kinship patterns), I
reserve this term for a “way of doing,” referring to the actual cross-border social relations
and practices that immigrants engage in. Following Leung, transnational embeddedness is
about being part of “spatial networks with selected places serving as points for anchorage;”
the transnational spaces that these networks create are then “functional spaces, characterised by the movement of people, capital, goods and information between the old homeland
and new ones” (2004, 28).

Defining and explaining transnational entrepreneurship
Following from this conception of transnational embeddedness, immigrants who engender
and uphold tangible flows are transnational actors; when this is done within the context of
their business pursuits, they are transnational entrepreneurs (and their enterprises are
transnational enterprises). Acknowledging that immigrant entrepreneurs who do not
maintain such tangible border-crossing business relations may feel belonging towards their
origin country, and/or may be active in “homeland affairs” in other ways than businesswise,
the main criterion used in this thesis to discriminate between domestic and transnational
entrepreneurs is thus concrete business activity across the borders. Such conception of
transnational entrepreneurship is narrower than that of, for instance, Al-Ali et al. (2001),
who label businesses as transnational if only these mirror the migration history of the
owners, as for instance the Turkish bakery or the Italian ice-cream parlour. However, since
these ventures do not necessarily maintain any actual business links with the origin region,
they may not be different from the more traditional immigrant businesses and, hence, a
priori labeling them as transnational has no added value here. The definition of transnational entrepreneurship used in this thesis is, on the other hand, broader than that used by
several other scholars who consider physical movement of the immigrants between their
country of settlement and country of origin as the decisive norm (Kyle 1999; Portes 1997).
Appointing the immigrants’ back and forth movement as a prerequisite seems wrongful to
the more varied and perhaps even more sophisticated ways in which immigrants can negotiate economic space beyond their adopted country. Following Faist (2000a) and Itzigsohn et
al. (1999), regularly commuting is not a necessary requirement, if only the venture then
features itself by a high degree of institutionalization and constant personal involvement of
the owner-operator in the cross-border inter- and transactions. Thus, immigrants do not
necessarily need to be bodily present in both regions of belonging to be transnational entrepreneurs; transnational entrepreneurship is simply characterized by a repeated and exchange-based circulation of goods, information, or people transgressing the borders of
sending and receiving states.
Evidently, unlike domestic enterprises, transnational businesses depend on contacts
and associates in the immigrants’ country of origin. It then makes sense to discern between
enterprises that derive products or services from an overseas business in which the immigrant has no personal say, and entrepreneurial ventures where the immigrant is personally
accountable—at least partially—for the overseas business operations. Following Sie and Van
Naerssen (2004), the first type can be considered “broad transnational entrepreneurship,”
the latter “narrow transnational entrepreneurship.” In case of border-crossing ventures, the
present study has specifically focused and empirically studied the “narrow instances” as
these were believed to provide the best opportunity to get a more thorough understanding
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of the underpinnings and meanings of these, allegedly, more novel or more innovative forms
of grassroots economic linkages across space; and as these, in addition, may offer interesting
insights in the newly observed spatial forms of social cohesion in this globalizing world.
Having discussed what I mean by transnational embeddedness, and what instances of
border-crossing economic activity constitute transnational entrepreneurship, an important
question that this thesis addresses is what causes immigrants to opt for this specific way of
economic adaptation, whereas others embark on a business that stays local. Moreover: does
such transnational involvement impede immigrant integration? Obviously, these questions
are especially important in view of the current political belief that transnationalism and
integration are at odds. So far, these questions have not been answered in satisfactory way.
Albeit the literature on transnationalism has expanded in a tearing rush in few years time,
the present insights on what makes immigrants decide to start a transnational business and
how this is related to their socio-economic position in the receiving society, are, as various
scholars note (for instance Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2002; Wenhong and Wellman 2007;
Wong 2004; Zhou 2004), still based upon only a fairly small number of small-scale and
mostly ethnographic case studies, which are moreover mostly conducted within the context
of the United States.21 Empirical knowledge on the relation between transnationalism and
integration is thus limited (Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006, 87). Besides, as Portes and
colleagues note, these “qualitative case studies consistently sample on the dependent variable,
that is, they document in detail the characteristics of immigrants involved in transnational
activities but say little about those who are not” (2002, 79).22 Consequently, the lack of knowledge about the determinants and outcomes of this practice is a consistent weakness of this
field of study, and research findings on the relation between immigrants’ transnational business conducts and their incorporation into the adopted country point in different directions.
Zhou, for instance, asserts that “recent research has shown that many of the same causal processes affecting ethnic entrepreneurship have also influenced transnationalism, such
as structural disadvantages associated with immigrant status: racial prejudice, discrimination, and exclusion” (2004, 1056). Similarly, Itzigsohn et al. (1999) note that immigrants,
confronted with low-paid dead-end jobs, use their social relations from their place of origin
and their place of migration to build enterprises. Transnational entrepreneurship is so
observed to be an alternative to stagnant low-wage labor and unfavorable working conditions and is so presented as a form of resistance (Wong and Ng 2002). According to these
and other authors (for instance Anderson 2001; Faist 2004; Huang, Teo, and Yeoh 2000), it is
the inability of the newcomers to become fully incorporated into the new society that is
pushing them into the transnational field.
Other studies come to opposite findings, showing how precisely the well-integrated
immigrants—those who have income, education, and language skills—are engaged in
transnational entrepreneurship. Portes et al. for instance postulate that transnational
entrepreneurship is “a distinct path of immigrant economic adaptation, yet one that is
neither marginal nor associated with poverty or recency of arrival. On the contrary, it is the
better qualified, more experienced, and more secure immigrants who are overrepresented in
these economic activities” (2002, 209). In similar vein, also Guarnizo and Diaz (1999),
Landolt, Autler, and Baires (1999), and Itzigsohn et al. (1999) demonstrate it is the better-off
21 Some of these (earlier) studies are that of Guarnizo and Diaz., who focused on Colombians (1999), Kyle on
Ecuadorians (1999), Itzigsohn et al. on Dominicans (1999), Landolt, Autler, and Baires (1999) and Mahler (1999)
on Salvadorans, and Glick Schiller and Fouron on Haitians (1999); Zhou (2004) provides some more examples.
22 Not just transnational entrepreneurship but actually the transnationalism phenomenon in general is said to
suffer from these empirical limitations (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006).
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migrants who are the ones with a more global outlook. While it remains unclear whether
these immigrants’ relative wealth is a prerequisite for or the result of their transnational
conduct, mentioned studies do intimate that these immigrants, rather than seeking to escape
blocked mobility in the adopted society, are pulled by newly emerged opportunities in the
transnational field.
In sum, previous studies have presented transnational space both as a cage for “outcast”
immigrants and as an opportunity area for proactive and creative agents; accordingly, transnational entrepreneurship has been portrayed both as an enforced, or defensive, reaction as well
as a voluntarily chosen, or aggressive, action. An important conclusion that can be derived
from these studies is that “transnational practices do not necessarily imply a lack of integration” (Kelly 2003, 214). Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes (2006) similarly conclude, on the basis of
a survey among six immigrant groups in the Netherlands, that immigrants can retain strong
ethnic and transnational ties and be well integrated into the receiving society. Thus so far
there seems to be no grounded reason to assume that a transnational orientation keeps from
integration, nor vice versa (Engbersen et al. 2003, 100).
Clearly though, there is no single valid explanation for transnationalism. The bewildering array of external, group, and personal factors that likely play a role make it highly difficult to make any concrete generalizations about the origins, and consequences, of
transnational involvement. Since, as Parnwell (2005, 15), “movement is occurring across
multiple national, ethnic, social, political, economic, cultural and regulatory fields, which will
have a considerable bearing upon the scope, need or opportunity to ‘act transnationally’”,
there are thus “likely to be few commonalities across space, time and context.” It is safe to
say though that the emergence of transnational ties is sensitive to contextual conditions.
Also transnational entrepreneurship is bounded by the constraints that locations provide.
Rather than associating the phenomenon with being unbounded, disembedded, uprooted,
ungrounded or deterritorialized, transnationalism, or transnational behavior, is “always
connected to and firmly rooted in specific localities and nations” (Wahlbeck 2004, 105; also
see Faist 2000a; Guarnizo and Diaz 1999; Guarnizo and Smith 1998; Leung 2004; Portes,
Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999). As such, the general notions of the mixed embeddedness
approach are deemed relevant here as well, meaning that transnational entrepreneurship is
both structurally and socially embedded; likely though in more complex ways than its
domestic pendant. After all, immigrants whose business activities link two countries also
have to reckon with two different socio-cultural scenes, two sets of regulatory frameworks,
and two levels of economic development. Hence, what complicates the matter is that the
specific context in which these actions take place is constituted within geographically specific points of origin and destination (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 13); this context is not just
local, but also “trans-local.”23 Transnational entrepreneurship is therewith to be seen as
doubly grounded; perhaps we could say it is some kind of “squared mixed embedded.”

23 Indeed, precisely because of this rootedness in specific points of origin and destination, the term “trans-local”
may generally be more appropriate than the term “transnational.” Following Lucassen’s proposal (2006) to
speak of bi-nationalism rather than of transnationalism as the links that are established do not transcend
nation-states but remain within and between them, arguably, the term “bi-local” fits the phenomenon even
better. That said, I will for the most part use the customary term “transnationalism” to refer to the relations and
activities of immigrants that connect their country of settlement to their country of origin.
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2.7 Towards a more profound understanding
So far, immigrant entrepreneurship has been argued to be mixed embedded, that is, rooted
in social networks and in a wider economic and politico-institutional environment. It has
furthermore been noted that immigrants increasingly often venture into activities that link
their country of settlement and country of origin. These entrepreneurs are therefore not just
mixed embedded, but also transnationally embedded, directly and congruently confronted
with social, economic, and political conditions in former and current home society. Their
activities can clearly not be understood by merely considering the national context of their
country of settlement. However, as I will argue in this section—and seek to empirically
demonstrate in this thesis—even when not “doubly grounded” in the strict sense of running
an enterprise with operational components “here and there,” immigrants’ business activities
are likely more profoundly understood by considering conditions and forces at play in a
transnational field. Beyond adding the notion of “transnational embeddedness,” this study
proposes to consider the mixed embeddedness of immigrant entrepreneurs, whether operating within or beyond the settlement country, from a transnational perspective. In addition,
it suggests we learn more about the meanings of entrepreneurship, and hence about its
origins and consequences, by taking into account the entrepreneurs’ personal perceptions
and lived practices.

Taking a transnational perspective
Even though the mixed embeddedness model as developed by Kloosterman, Van der Leun,
and Rath gives a more comprehensive explanation of immigrant enterprise than foregoing
explanations, it seems, as elaborated on in section 2.5, to pay deliberate attention hardly
more than previous paradigms to the trend towards more, more diverse, and more intensified cross-border pursuits undertaken by immigrants. Similarly, it leaves underexplored the
enduring influence on immigrants’ entrepreneurial activities of structural forces and conditions originating from outside the country of settlement. Therefore, I argue the geographical
perspective of the mixed embeddedness approach is still too narrowly focused on the receiving country. As far as the role of the origin country on immigrant business is concerned, it is
not just the entrepreneurs’ ethnic-cultural background that must be taken into account; the
business strategies that immigrants adopt in their post-migration context may be caused and
shaped also by the politico-institutional and economic structures of their pre-migration
setting (Froschauer 2001, 226). To understand immigrants’ business choices and the meanings they attach to being an entrepreneur, the theoretical consideration and empirical
investigation must hence be extended from the social, politico-institutional, and economic
conditions and processes in the domestic setting of the settlement country to include also
those in the origin country of these entrepreneurs; we must add a transnational perspective
to the idea of mixed embeddedness.
This suggestion does not refute any part of the mixed embeddedness approach; it is
meant as a broadening, a specification with a geographical tincture. Adding a transnational
perspective simply means being more conscious of the possibly enduring relevance of
conditions and factors stemming from the former home country in the immigrants’ business
decisions and activities, beyond the ethnic-cultural luggage they may have taken with them
into (or (re)constructed in) the new country. Approaching and analyzing immigrants’ mixed
embeddedness from a transnational perspective captures the possibly ongoing connections
and influences, real and/or imagined and social and/or structural, between these entrepreneurs and their origin country, while they work on their lives in the adopted country. A
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transnational perspective urges taking into account the wider set of conditions that affect
the construction, negotiation, and reproduction of one’s identity and that, in tandem, inform
the development and features of his or her business involvement. Put differently, instead of
focusing on the domestic context of immigrants’ physical resettlement, it extends the social
space in which immigrants construct and negotiate their entrepreneurial identity and
activity from the receiving country to the transnational field. This helps to uncover the local
up to global underpinnings of their business involvement—and thus the “transnationality” of
their entrepreneurial engagement. In short, I emphatically consider an immigrant’s mixed
embeddedness as tied to contingencies that are unfolding “here and/or there.”

Putting the entrepreneur central
Taking such a transnational perspective implies also taking an agency-oriented approach
(Al-Ali 2002; Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994; Guarnizo and Smith 1998; Smith
2001; Parnwell 2005; Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999) and, hence, a deliberate focus on
the individual immigrant entrepreneur and his or her personal experiences. Global restructuring and technological progression create the overall conditions, national and local regulatory regimes set the structural boundaries of immigrants’ activities, particular contexts of
exit and reception comprise distinctive socio-cultural environments; all these contextual
conditions variously foster or discourage business activities among immigrants. Yet it is
these immigrants, with their own aspirations and interests, who envisage possibilities for
business, weigh the risks and chances, may look at the choices of others around them,
activate their social relations, bring in their personal capabilities, put together resources,
and then potentially decide to embark on entrepreneurship—in local up to global markets.
Thus while a wide range of external conditions and factors may affect this decision, at the
end of the day, it is the immigrants’ perceptions that are the deciding factor. Notably though,
when immigrant entrepreneurship is concerned, many foregoing studies have focused either
on the role of groups and group processes or on the influence of structural conditions, and
both strands of literature have generally done so at the expense of individual agency. As
such, much of the existing literature does not take enough account of the real dramatis
personae, the immigrants themselves, and so fails to capture the nuanced and differentiated
reality of acting individuals. For these reasons, the present research deliberately takes an
actor-oriented stance, thus placing emphasis on immigrants’ personal agency and how their
experiences are embedded in social, economic, political, and cultural processes and contexts
that (may) extend across the borders of the places where they have settled.
An important aspect of this focus on the individual entrepreneur is the recognition of
this person’s personal agency in developing social relations. As I have argued, it is important
to consider the immigrants’ social embeddedness beyond the context of their ethnic community and to take into account that other social relations likely also play part in their
business decisions. This implies an awareness of this person’s ethnic identity as but one
amongst others. People have multiple social identities, which constantly develop in a dynamic interaction with and in contrast with others (Jenkins 2004). These identities are “generated in a kind of internal (self-attributed) and external (other-ascribed) dialectic conditioned
within specific social worlds” (Vertovec 2001, 577). Identities are thus socially constructed,
fluid, and situational (Essers and Benschop 2007; Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006; WRR
2007). A common origin, descent, history, language, or culture (briefly one’s “ethnicity”) is
just one way in which identity is constructed. People may construct their social identities
and identify or define themselves—or, for that matter, be identified or defined by others—
also in other ways, as they preserve, enter into, strengthen, loosen, or entirely close off their
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relations with others and choose to incorporate, or debar, specific identity/group elements
(values, language, customs) into their sense of self. Hence, identity formation, interests, and
demands are to be understood as formed and framed not necessarily only, not even necessarily mainly, within the confines of the own ethnic group—as seems so often assumed in
previous studies on immigrant business. Similarly, we must realize that also the immigrant’s
entrepreneurial identity is only part of this person’s identity, and, closely related, only one
role in life. In all, we could say that immigrant entrepreneurs (like all people) are not only
mixed embedded, but also multiply embedded, i.e. they have multiple roles and identities in
life. This thesis seeks to shed some light on how the immigrants’ entrepreneurial identity
intersects with other identities they have in everyday life—and thus how this identity is
affected by their ethnicity but also by other identity forming structures, such as by gender,
marital conditions, class, etc.
A second implication of the focus in the present study on the immigrants and their personal experiences is a specific interest in their business motivations and objectives. As
“individuals rarely figure” in the explanations of immigrant entrepreneurship (Peters 2002,
44 – 45), detailed insight into these people’s rationales, reasons, and goals is notably absent.
While it is rather commonly acknowledged that small businesses owners start and run their
firm for a variety of reasons and objectives (Greenbank 2001), studies that specifically deal
with immigrant business activity tend to highlight, or seem to assume, that entrepreneurial
activity among immigrants is largely economically driven—often caused by frustration with
the labor market and, hence, a survival need (Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001; Basu 2006;
Cologna 2005; Engelen 2002), or, more recently, sometimes by a pulling hunt for newly
emerged “post-industrial” or “global capitalist” opportunities (Kloosterman, Van der Leun,
and Rath 2007; Rath 2000c). Tellingly, they usually discuss immigrant firms, especially the
“more traditional ones,” in terms of (informal) employment, (marginal) turnover rates,
highly competitive and captive markets, and failure to expand to wider markets (e.g. Barrett,
Jones, and McEvoy 2001; Engelen 2001, 2002; Ram and Jones 2008). The study of immigrant
entrepreneurship so has remained biased towards economic rationales and traditional
business performance criteria. Oddly enough, hardly ever do these studies make explicit the
drives and goals of the individual immigrant entrepreneurs themselves. Even though an
economic perspective may be the most logical and for the greatest part legitimate, we can
likely learn a lot about immigrant business simply by taking an explicit interest in the motivations and objectives of the principal characters, the entrepreneurs.
It is in the immigrants’ motivations to start business and in the objectives they have set
that the origins of their business decisions and practices show, and that subsequently also
illuminate the meaning(s) or function(s) of their entrepreneurial endeavor. The immigrants’
reasons for becoming an entrepreneur, and their objectives for their businesses, signify
these individuals’ agency, reflect their identities, interests, needs, and capabilities, and
portray some of their active strategizing, negotiating and decision-making. Their choices in
business characterize the “dailiness of the migrants’ struggle to create new material possibilities and meanings in their lives” (Barber 2000, 408) in the adopted country. They show how
these people are mixed embedded as they appoint the institutions and conditions that play
role in their business decisions. They also show how these persons are multiply embedded,
i.e. how they perform various roles and have several responsibilities in everyday life, and
often have to mingle between those multiple roles and responsibilities—with a certain effect
on their particular role, or identity, as an entrepreneur. This mixed and multiple embeddedness in turn indicates the scope of the field, from the local to the transnational, to which the
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entrepreneurs are subjected, and, as the other side of the coin, also specifies the field in
which their business has some kind of meaning or impact.

2.8 Conclusion
This chapter provided a critical account of the theoretical and conceptual ideas which in the
past decades have been developed to understand the emergence and features of immigrant
entrepreneurship. As Essers and Benschop (2007, 54) claim:
Research on ethnic minority entrepreneurs asserts that minorities start businesses because they
face discrimination in the labour market and because they hold specific values and have access to
certain resources, such as close ties and family relations … This representation of ethnic minority
entrepreneurs contrasts them with the archetypical entrepreneur and therefore contributes to
their stereotyping and Othering.

While their claim may indeed go far and researchers often treat entrepreneurship among
immigrants “as a painful way to reach integration and focus on the numerous problems
these entrepreneurs are confronted with” (Rath 2000b, 11), the recent increase and diversification of business activities of immigrants has cautiously contributed to more optimistic
notes and certainly to more nuanced explanations compared to the first ones, which emphasized—as also suggested in the quote above—either the immigrants’ ethnic-cultural background or structural disadvantages in the settlement country as inciting immigrants to this
path of incorporation.
Both lines of deterministic reasoning have now given way to more balanced explanations that combine both agency and structure (Oliveira and Rath 2008a; Orderud and Onsager 2005, 198), or supply (the resources of the immigrant entrepreneurs) and demand (the
opportunity structure). The currently popular mixed embeddedness approach, developed by
Dutch academic trio Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath (1999), acknowledges that both
the immigrants’ social and structural embeddedness (their insertion into respectively social
networks and the opportunity structure) in a dynamic process of interaction shape their
business proclivity and success. While this model implied a profound achievement in the
comprehension of why and how immigrants run business, the developers themselves acknowledged it still required further elaboration and operationalization (Rath and Kloosterman 2002b, 4).
As I have argued, the model may not be able to fully grasp the intricate nature of contemporary immigrants’ economic pursuits as these are initiated and operated within “fluid
social spaces” (Levitt and Jaworski 2007, 131) in which global processes overlap and interact with immigrants’ locally lived experiences. In order to obtain a fuller understanding of
the logic of their business activities and how these “fare on the ground” (Leung 2004, 164), I
proposed to take a transnational perspective on immigrants’ mixed embeddedness. Without
enlarging the conceptual framework to include recognition of transnational social spaces, we
risk overlooking a growing part of the lived realities of immigrants, and thus being unable to
understand and adequately explain their entrepreneurial activities. An important aspect of
taking such a transnational perspective is incorporating the individual immigrant and
his/her agency into the explanatory model. This focus on the individual and his or her
decision-making likely enhances our understanding of the phenomenon as closely as this
takes place in the real world, facilitating a closer examination of issues which hitherto have
largely remained unanswered or un(der)explored, such as the immigrants’ subjective
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construction of and differentiated experiences of structural conditions, their multiple identities and roles in life, the greater heterogeneity in pathways towards business, and the
variety of objectives they may pursue with their entrepreneurial involvement. The challenge
ahead is to understand more profoundly how social subjects with agency move at the intersection between local and global processes and confront the changes in their daily setting,
and what meaning(s) being an entrepreneur has in this.
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3.
Composing a tale from the field
June 12, 2003: Luz had already warned me: “You won’t know what you will see; there is hustle everywhere,
and lots of kids.” Nonetheless, I am taken by surprise: first of all by the house, built up and out piece by
piece by subsequent generations … so many rooms, little, dark corners, porches, small stairs. And then,
indeed, hustle everywhere. Each space is in use: boxes with cans with carrots and cartons chocolate
confetti are piled up to the (low) ceiling, typical old-Dutch lamps hang down, candleholders and other
gimcracks cover robust oaken tables—the Delft China service look somewhat out of place here. The open
space on the ground floor is crammed with coconuts; men are polishing them, paint roguish faces on them,
or provide them with a mop of hair made of coconut fibers. In the dusky kitchen, an older lady is busy
stirring huge pans—lunch for the day laborers. And in between all this industriousness, a bunch of small
children runs, plays about, clambers over the displays and equipments—until the children see me enter
and hold still to check out this unexpected visitor.
February 6, 2005: Though it has been over one year and a half since I came here for the first time, as soon
as I enter Luz’ parental home, little Katy throws her arms around my neck and her sister Natasha grabs
my hand. Together with a couple of other kids, they yell for the loudest “Ate Marisha (Tagalog for “older
sister”) is home, Ate Marisha is home!” Clearly, they are happy to see me, just as I am happy to see them.
Even though I was this family’s guest only for a couple of days, I really feel welcome—indeed almost like a
member of the family who returns home upon a long stay abroad.

The above are my personal fieldwork notes, describing my experiences when I visited, for
the first and second time, the so-called “home country counterparts”—the relatives and, at
the same time, business partners—of Luz, a Filipina entrepreneur whom I had met in the
Netherlands. If there is one thing that comes to mind when thinking back of my fieldwork
activities, then it is the hospitality with which I was generally received by my informants—
those residing in the Netherlands as well as those left behind in the Philippines. Even without knowing me personally, they made me feel at home, or at least endeavored such, in their
own private space. In that sense, and because I throughout my fieldwork years was intensively and continuously engaged in (or actually created) flows of information, maintained
contacts and built social networks across space, and physically moved between here and
there more than once, I might have been considered a transnational actor myself—for the
sake of the argument forgetting that I was not born in that overseas country and thus lack
the required ethnic identity, shared (imagined or real) history and culture, and childhood
memories to truly merit that label.
Whereas, obviously, this thesis is about the activities and experiences of the researched,
this particular chapter is primarily about the activities and experiences of the researcher. It
is about how I have sought to unravel and understand the meanings that Filipino immigrants
in the Netherlands attach to their entrepreneurial activity. This chapter thus provides the
methodological backdrop of the present study. It first describes the design of the research
process (section 3.1), then how I located and contacted the Filipino entrepreneurs (section
3.2). Filipino entrepreneurs in the Netherlands are few in number and their businesses are
rather inconspicuous to the general public, hence, the need to pay some explicit attention to
this process of finding the respondents and the representativeness of the research results.
Section 3.3 elaborates on the operationalization of the main research question, offering a
typology both of what may motivate people to start an enterprise and of what objectives
they may pursue. However useful these rough classifications were for a broad conception of
the immigrants’ business choices, the criticism against them in fact formed part of my
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decision-making regarding the research methods to use. The chapter next elaborates on the
methods and sources I used to gain the desired insight into the lived experiences of the
Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs (section 3.4). Above all, this means a discussion of the
merits and risks of the oral biography as the main research technique, as well as how relevant I believe the risks to be in the present study. The chapter concludes with some notes
concerning the analysis and interpretation of the stories of my informants (section 3.5) and
their representation in the remainder of the thesis (section 3.6).

3.1 Research design
The empirical material presented in this book was mostly gathered over a nearly five year
period of intermittent fieldwork, which took place between mid-2001 and December 2005,
and, in line with the suggestion to take a transnational perspective on immigrants’ adaptation to the adopted country, alternately in the Philippines and the Netherlands. Additional
and far less intensive data collection went on until early 2009. This section describes the
general course of the research project, briefly denoting the main activities and principal
sources of insight; later in this chapter, I will discuss these aspects in more depth.1 While I
have ordered the process according to my physical location (either in the Netherlands or in
the Philippines), in today’s world one’s radius of action is clearly much more extended. Thus,
wherever I physically moved around, I always kept, as much as possible, in touch with—and
continued data collection in—the “other side.”
The first months of my PhD-assignment were devoted to becoming more acquainted
with the various themes my research topic relates to. Both general literature on migration,
transnationalism, and (immigrant) entrepreneurship, and more specific literature on the
Philippines and Philippine international migration were studied for the purpose of the
conceptual and contextual framework, respectively presented in chapter 2 and 4. My involvement in a two-day conference on Asian immigrants and entrepreneurs in the European
Community, mid-2001, also contributed to this. In this period I moreover chose the main
research methods to be used—realizing though that the decision to conduct qualitative
research, by itself a logical consequence of the particular research questions that seek to
unravel how social experience is created and given meaning (Denzin and Lincoln 2003a, 13),
implies a flexible approach towards the issues to explore and a continuous and reciprocal
process of gathering, analyzing, and interpreting the material and when necessary adapting the
empirical methods (Gerson and Horowitz 2002; also see Janesick 2003; Wester 2000).
While the main focus of the present study is on the entrepreneurs and their experiences
and perceptions, I started the empirical research with an exploratory visit of nearly two
months to the Philippines (September – October 2001; Phil-12). Not being from the Philippines, the main objectives were to obtain some basic personal experience of the Philippine
ways of life and culture and to get a first-hand impression of the scale and impact of the
renowned migration phenomenon. This, I believed, would better than mere bookish know-

1 Annex 1 provides an overview of the primary sources of information and the key methods of data gathering.
Aside from enumerating the respondents and their businesses (most under fictitious names) and the dates of
my encounters with them and—in a number of cases—their home country counterparts (annex 1a), it also lists,
ordered according to the fieldwork period, other key figures that I personally spoke with, organizations that I
visited, and conferences and events that I attended, both in the Philippines and in the Netherlands (annex 1b).
2 In annex 1b the fieldwork periods are referred to as “Philippines – 1,” “Netherlands – 2,” and so on; in the
running text I abbreviate these to “Phil-1,” “Nl-2,” etc.
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ledge equip me to, in the following stage of the research approach, talk with and understand
the immigrant entrepreneurs in the Netherlands. Thus I met with representatives of government and civil institutions working in the field of migration, and had numerous casual
talks just with “ordinary people” on the street, in the parks, and at the carinderias3 where I
ate my dinner meals. It were especially these spontaneous encounters that helped me “deabstract” the far-flung so-called Philippine “culture of migration” (Asis 1995; Go 1998;
Stalker 2003) that I until then had only read about: nearly without exception, my table
companions had either themselves or someone close with experiences—or aspirations—of
“life abroad” and were all too willing to share their stories with me. And so, armed with some
lived experiences of Philippine’s everyday life and the first self-collected stories of migration,
I returned to the Netherlands, ready to start the fieldwork there and approach the principal
characters of this study.
The first period of fieldwork in the Netherlands (December 2001 – February 2003; Nl-2)
aimed first and foremost at introducing myself to the Filipino immigrant community, searching for and meeting entrepreneurs, and obtaining the first answers to my research questions.
My assumption proved right: indeed, when the Filipino entrepreneurs heard of my personal
stay in their country of origin, this often opened up the conversation and prompted them to
recount their own memories and sentiments on their previous, and current, lives. Besides
meeting the first research candidates (some of them more than once), I also got in touch with
various Filipino key figures and organizations to learn more about the “ins and outs” of this
ethnic group within this destination country.
In February 2003 I left for the Philippines once again, now for a period of five months
(February 2003 – July 2003; Phil-3). More so than the first time I was in the Philippines, this
visit focused on the specific research questions. Seeking to obtain “the other side of the
stories” that were told to me by the immigrant entrepreneurs I had met in the Netherlands, I
set out to visit their home country counterparts—relatives and/or close acquaintances
involved in the entrepreneurial activities. To some extent, practical difficulties hindered the
research process: the families living remotely from one another (from the region of Manila to
the southern island of Mindanao), the troubled peace and order situation, and the sometimes
inadequate communication, demanded more time and energy than expected, and slowed
down the data gathering. Still, except for one case, I in the end managed to visit all home
country counterparts, and usually these visits were instructive in more than one way: at the
same time as I obtained more insight into the dynamics of transnational entrepreneurship, I,
sometimes living with these families for a couple of days, also gained more direct lived
experiences of Philippine daily life and a more profound understanding of the interpersonal
relations, the expectations put on family members abroad—and vice versa: the expectations
put on them by their migrated relative—the difficulties of finding appropriate and sufficient
work, and of, more generally, living in a country experiencing economic, political, and social
turmoil. Besides, simply because migration is all around in the Philippines, I could always
also visit some interesting nearby projects put up with the earnings of overseas kababayans,
or meet with other migrant families and balikbayans4 and so enhance my knowledge of what
migration means for and does to the Philippines. In fact, simply traversing the country was
already a very informative activity as wherever I looked, I saw the tangible fruits and effects

Small outdoor eateries where customers literally point what they want to eat from an array of cauldrons.
Balikbayan refers to the Filipino migrant returnee; balik is Tagalog for “to return,” while bayan originally
meant “town,” yet was later extended to embrace the nation (Szanton Blanc 1996).
3
4
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of the large human exodus on Philippine life, adding to my understanding of the intensity of
the widespread wish to search for greener pastures abroad.

Figure 3.1 The Philippines
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This process of searching for and speaking with new Filipino entrepreneurs in the Netherlands and, in the case of “narrow transnational entrepreneurship,” their home country counterparts in the Philippines, following up on the cases I had gathered before, meeting with
other relevant informants, and attending different kinds of meetings and celebrations, continued in the fourth and fifth phases of fieldwork, successively taking place in the Netherlands
(July 2003 – January 2005; Nl-4) and the Philippines (January 2005 – April 2005; Phil-5).
Upon return from my third visit to the Philippines, spring 2005, I gradually cut down on
the empirical fieldwork activities. I went to see few entrepreneurs more, had casual contact
with several other informants, and continued to every now and then check upon the company
websites. Yet, above all, this last period was used to analyze the data and draw up the thesis.

3.2 Finding the Pinoy entrepreneurs5
Tellingly, until the moment I engaged in the present study, I had never been consciously
aware of the existence of a Filipino community in the Netherlands. I knew of Filipina women
working as nannies and au pairs in private homes, and I had seen the musical Miss Saigon
that featured a predominantly Filipino cast; yet I had never seen, not even heard of a Filipino
shop owner, restaurant keeper, or any other entrepreneur—and neither had any of my
acquaintances when I asked them about that. Unlike the Chinese take-outs, Turkish groceries, Greek grill rooms, and so many other (stereo)typical immigrant entrepreneurial ventures, Filipino businesses do not belong to the common repertoire of today’s Dutch innercities, and Filipino entrepreneurs are not very known among a wider public. Hence, I started
the fieldwork in the Netherlands, late 2001, without knowing any Filipino entrepreneur—in
fact, without knowing any Filipino at all. One of the first, and as it turned out most important,
steps I undertook to get in touch with this invisible group of people was to subscribe to the
Munting Nayon (Tagalog for “little village”), a monthly edited and published by a Filipino
couple living in the Netherlands, and distributed mostly among Filipinos in this country.6 As
this magazine features news on cultural, political, and economic matters in both the Netherlands and the Philippines, discusses social issues that Filipinos get confronted with in the
adopted country, announces community events, and publishes spontaneous letters from
immigrants as well as opinion articles and columns written by a vast cohort of contributors,
my subscription was an important move in getting to know (more about) the Dutch-based
Filipino community and their particular concerns. This was all the more relevant in view of
the lack of secondary sources on their ways of life (Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart 2005; Van den Muijzenberg 2004). Moreover, the magazine became the primary means
to find Filipino entrepreneurs in this country as they respond to the call of the editing couple
on the first page: “Is your product or offered services Filipino-oriented?? Try the fastest
route to a wider market!! Advertising in Munting Nayon, widely read (monthly) Filipino
magazine in the Benelux countries and Germany.” On average, a single issue of this magazine
contains some 20 to 30 advertisements, of, among others, small retail outlets, catering
activities, transport companies, and travel and remittances agencies. Throughout the fieldwork years, I counted some 20 entrepreneurs as regular advertisers; in addition, around 20
more entrepreneurs appeared and/or disappeared “on stage.”
Pinoy (and the feminine form Pinay) is an informal designation used by Filipinos themselves for their
compatriots in the Philippines and around the world.
6 According to the Filipino editor, some 1,200 issues are printed every month, of which a small part is sent to
other European countries, the U.S., the Philippines, and Australia.
5
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At the same time as the magazine so formed a valuable entry into the Filipinos’ world of
lived experiences in the Netherlands and furnished me the names and addresses of around
40 entrepreneurs, it also proved a fruitful way to make myself more widely known and
accepted within the community and to provoke interest and assistance in my research.
When I first met the editing couple early 2002, they, instead of granting my request to place
a one-time call for cooperation in my research in the magazine, assigned me my own monthly
column. Aside from introducing myself to the Filipino community and explaining my interest
in them, my column in over time came to function as a channel to elaborate on my research, to
tell about my field practices and personal experiences, to raise issues of concern and provoke
discussions, and, in general, to keep the community informed on my progress and justify my
work to them. In response, Filipinos on impulse wrote to me their personal histories, invited
me to come to their places or to join them to events and gatherings, and referred me to people
or institutions that could be relevant in view of my research interests. Hence, the magazine,
and my writings in it, directly helped me build up a social network within the Filipino community and, more specifically, get in contact with the business(wo)men among its members.
To this end, I over the years also attended several thematic and policy oriented meetings organized by and for Filipino immigrants, mostly dealing with the difficulties of adjusting to a strange society or with how to contribute from afar to the progress of the country of
birth. I furthermore visited a number of social gatherings in different parts of the Netherlands, such as church masses, barbecues, and other cultural celebrations. Though these
occasions provided me with a grasp of Filipino life in the Netherlands and, especially the
yearly Independence Day Celebration, gave me a valuable look at the variety and nature of
business activities within the Filipino community, they did not bring me into contact with
Filipino entrepreneurs other than those that I already knew from the Munting Nayon. Neither was the so-called “snowball” method successful in this respect, as soon after my community involvement, I was referred to the same business(wo)men time and time again.
Apparently, not many entrepreneurs other than the Munting Nayon-advertisers were more
commonly known among fellow countrymen. The Philippine Embassy and the Philippine
Trade Center unfortunately did not have a well-kept record on Filipino entrepreneurs in the
Netherlands and only came up with already familiar names too. Using general sources or
channels, e.g. the internet, and, more specifically, the online trade register of the Dutch
Chambers of Commerce7, yielded no more than a couple of new contacts.
In all, over the years, I in total collected some 60 names and addresses of Filipino businesses, of which I could however not be sure whether they all still existed. Indeed, a considerable number of the owners appeared unreachable: in some twenty cases, the formal
letter in which I asked for their participation in the research as well as my subsequent
repeated phone calls and/or email messages remained unanswered, suggesting these entrepreneurs had either moved or closed down. In addition, a few entrepreneurs indicated they
had no interest in taking part in the research or were too busy to talk to me. Still, most of

7 This trade register takes down company features such as the date of establishment, business sector, and
juridical status; and entrepreneurs’ personal demographics like date of birth, country of birth, function within
the company, etc. The register does not cover all businesses in the agricultural and fishing industry, nor
professions such as lawyers or dentists and the like. Since this source for reasons of privacy does not provide
names and addresses of entrepreneurs when selected on the basis of ethnic origin, it was impossible to
directly trace Filipino-owned businesses. The online database does however offer the opportunity to search
by keywords; doing so by guessing words that could reasonably be part of a Filipino business name (those
that referred to their origin such as Pinoy/ay, Filipino/a, Philippine(s), etc.), I was able to identify some
Filipino entrepreneurs, yet, as a direct consequence of this ethnic-oriented search, these were mostly already
known through the other (ethnic) avenues described.
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those that I actually got in contact with enthusiastically agreed to cooperate. Tellingly, those
promoting their business in the Munting Nayon were usually more often or sooner willing to
cooperate than the few whom I had find out about in other ways, presumably because of the
personal acquaintance of these advertisers with me as a regular writer for this magazine. In
the end, 23 entrepreneurs who advertised in the magazine granted my request for cooperation, while only six more were found through other channels. My search for Pinoy entrepreneurs thus resulted in a survey of 29 cases, which form the core of the empirical material
presented in this thesis.

Representativeness of the findings
Without doubt, the targeted clientele of the Filipino entrepreneurs whom I found through
their promotion in the Filipino magazine Munting Nayon first and foremost consists of their
fellow countrymen in the Netherlands. Likewise, those entrepreneurs that cater to the needs
of the own ethnic group are logically most widely known within the community—which is
clearly illustrated by the many cross-references I soon encountered after I started my
search. This may have resulted in a greater ethnic—and transnational—orientation among
the entrepreneurs that participated in the study compared to among the entire Filipino
business population in the Netherlands. Even so, many years of fieldwork indicate that I
have obtained a fairly reliable idea of the business activities that Filipinos are in the main
engaged in. Assertions of Dutch scholars Van den Muijzenberg (2004) and Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart (2005) that Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands is characterized by a strong ethnic focus furthermore underpin the assumption that not just those
included in the survey but more generally Filipino business(wo)men primarily serve the
needs of compatriots.
Besides, the extent to which unrepresentativeness is really a problematic issue depends
on how relevant it is to the aims of the research. Generalization is not the highest priority of
all empirical studies; in fact, it may even harm a study “when the commitment to generalize
… runs so strong that the researcher’s attention is drawn away from features important for
understanding the case itself” (Stake 2003, 141). Since Filipinos in the Netherlands have
generally received only scant attention, and their entrepreneurial activity has been well-nigh
ignored, every bit of information is relevant, and actually a legitimate research objective in
itself. Rather than aiming to generalize the findings to larger or other populations (statistical
generalization), the present study aims for analytical generalizability (Gerson and Horowitz
2002, 205; also see Wester, Smaling, and Mulder 2000), as it seeks to specify those circumstances under which Filipino business activity is initiated, the interactions that exist between
the immigrant entrepreneurs and their environment and how these interactions have
informed the business involvement, the lived experiences and perceptions of the immigrant
entrepreneurs, and the meanings that this occupation has for them. The process of selfselection by which I found informants and collected the empirical material was inevitable
and accessory to the main research intentions.

3.3 The meanings of being an entrepreneur
As indicated in the introductory chapter, the question of what meanings immigrants attach
to their entrepreneurial pursuits, or to being an entrepreneur, was unfolded in two questions: (1) What motivated Filipino immigrants to start an enterprise? (2) What objectives do
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they pursue? This section elaborates on both questions, providing a rough classification of
each on the basis of the general business literature, as well as some critical reflection on
their utility. These reflections informed my choice of research methods to obtain the desired
insight into immigrants’ business decisions; the following sections accordingly delve more
deeply into these research methods.

Being pushed or being pulled
Research has revealed a wide range of possible motivations for people to become an entrepreneur. Following the general literature on small business, we can, in the simplest way,
perceive of the decision to start a business as the outcome of either a push or a pull towards
entrepreneurship. Push motives are associated with negative external conditions that force
people into business—who can consequently be seen as “necessity-driven entrepreneurs”
(Bommes and Kolb 2004, 32). Conversely, pull factors are to be seen as factors of choice and
thus primarily refer to a voluntary business engagement and an internal desire or aspiration
to be in business; the entrepreneurs in this category are “opportunity-driven” (ibid.). Table
3.1 shows the many motivations to start business, identified in previous studies, ordered
according to these two extremes.
Table 3.1

Push and pull motivations to start business

Push motivations

Pull motivations

Problems in the labor market
Redundancy, un(der)employment, frustration with previous job, job dissatisfaction, blocked
mobility, glass ceiling, lack of evolutionary prospect, discrimination in the labor market,
difficulty finding work, reluctance to look for job because of age
Economic necessity
Frustration, boredom
Expected decision, thing to do
Need to have a flexible working schedule, succession in family business
Autonomy
Independence, greater control over one’s destiny, having something for oneself
Internal drive
Entrepreneurial spirit, using creative skills, turning perceived opportunity into marketable
idea, desire to innovate
Job satisfaction
Doing enjoyable work
Business experience and knowledge
Doing what one is good at
Self-fulfillment
Challenge, to prove oneself, willingness to see if they could manage, self-achievement,
self-esteem, having (more) meaningful life, career possibilities
Specific gains/opportunities not offered by a paid job
* Self interest: economic opportunity (desire for wealth, making more money), social status
and power, recognition
* Help to others: making a difference, contribution to society, social mission, leaving legacy to
children

Sources: amongst others Alstete 2002; McClelland et al. 2005; Orhan and Scott 2001; Still and Timms
2000a; Walker and Webster 2004.

As with models or typologies in general, the strength of the push/pull typology is also its
weakness: the simplicity of it helps to organize reality, yet this also obscures the complexity
of the decision to become an entrepreneur. Clearly, this decision is rarely a clear-cut selection of push or pull factors; people often have multiple reasons to start business, which may
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moreover combine both elements of force and personal desire (Hughes 2003; Orhan and
Scott 2001; Walker and Webster 2004). Thus, the push/pull model presents the decision to
establish business as a dichotomous one (Stevenson 1990, 442), but this decision is probably
hardly ever neatly delineated between a negative and a positive drive. Instead, it will most
often be an intricate system of interacting negative and positive motivations simultaneously.
A second point of criticism of the model is that often, the distinction between push and
pull motivators is rather blurred or even arbitrary as they are actually two sides of the same
coin. For instance, whether one stresses job dissatisfaction or the hope of deriving greater
satisfaction from being one’s own boss puts quite contrasting complexions—a push and a
pull—on this person’s step into business. Thus it is often a matter both of how the researched expresses oneself and of how the researcher interprets these expressions whether
the motivation is seen as a negative or positive one (Hughes 2003). Clearly, this poses
particular demands on the research methods used to decipher people’s starting motivations.

Objectives of being an entrepreneur
Next to a person’s motivations for starting a business, his/her objectives reveal this person’s
entrepreneurial mind-set and provide insight into the meanings or functions attached to
running a business and being an entrepreneur. While starting motivations and objectives
will usually be closely intertwined, objectives may change over time. They thus can signal a
change in the meanings one brings to his or her entrepreneurial engagement. Yet studies on
immigrant entrepreneurship tend to have a rather static and one-sided notion of the objectives that immigrants have in business. As noted before, much of the literature on immigrant
entrepreneurship takes for granted that immigrants in business are driven by economic
goals; in fact, their entrepreneurial activities are often understood to serve their economic
survival (Basu 2006, 588; also see, for instance, Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001; Cologna
2005; Engelen 2002). The present study hopes to contribute to a fuller understanding of this
activity, simply by acknowledging that people in business may pursue non-economic objectives as well (Greenbank 2001).
As briefly discussed in the conceptual framework (chapter 2), some scholars have used
the objectives one pursues as a criterion for distinguishing between entrepreneurs and small
business owners. According to Schumpeter, for instance, entrepreneurs seek objectives like
growth and profit, whereas small business owners pursue personal goals such as job satisfaction (1934, cited in Greenbank 2001, 109; also see Begley and Boyd 1987; Carland et al.
1984; Stewart et al. 1998). Precisely since people in business may pursue various objectives
simultaneously, such a distinction between entrepreneurs and business owners is not
deemed useful or relevant.8 It does however make sense to differentiate between objectives
that relate to one’s personal living circumstances or experiences and objectives that relate to
the business itself, that is, to its operations or performance. The former includes economic
goals such as, for instance, a satisfactory or higher income, as well as non-economic goals
such as job satisfaction, working reasonable hours, or more flexibility. These “personal
objectives” are dictated by what is considered best for the entrepreneur (and, likely, his/her
family); they have to do with “life style” (Muhktar 2002; Orhan and Scott 2001; Still and
Timms 2000a; Walker and Webster 2004). The latter type of objectives I would call “strategic objectives” as these are dictated by what is seen as best for the business (Mukhtar 2002),
8 Besides, as I will explicate in chapter 4, I do not consider ownership alone a criterion of entrepreneurship.
For these reasons, I use the terms business owner-operator as synonymous with entrepreneur—and business(wo)man.
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and thus delineate a plan for the enterprise’s development.9 This type of objectives includes
objectives such as growth, diversification, or relocation (see table 3.2).

Table 3.2

Business objectives

Personal economic objectives
Maintain employment
High(er) income
Satisfactory income
Money for luxuries

Personal non-economic objectives

Job satisfaction (pleasure in work)
Control
Flexibility
Reasonable hours

Strategic objectives
Profit maximization
Survival/break even
Establish business
Growth
Innovation
Diversification
Relocation
Outdoors establishment

Sources: amongst others Carland et al. 1984; Greenbank 2001; Mukthar 2002; Stewart et al. 1998.

Clearly, this list—as the earlier list of push/pull motivations—is not exhaustive nor are the
categories mutually exclusive; one may also debate certain classifications. The main point is
to realize that one can have objectives that concern the person (and his/her family) behind
the business and are therefore “person-based,” and objectives that concern the business
itself and are thus “function-based” (Mukthar 2002) or “business-minded.” However, here
too, a problem is that objectives may not be easily discovered. Business owner-operators
may not always be self-conscious of their objective setting; as Greenbank claims, “The
supposed non-existence and ambiguity of objectives amongst owner-managers probably
arise because they often subconsciously set objectives, rather than make them explicit”
(2001, 108). Again, this realization must inform the choice of methods to uncover one’s
business objectives.

Investigating motivations and objectives
In investigating the starting motivations and business objectives of Filipino immigrants, I
have attempted to take into account the above described difficulties and risks in unraveling
complex decisions through the use of “simple categorizations” for these decisions. This
meant I used the above typologies mostly as rough guidelines. In order to understand more
fully the relationship between the many variables that can impact one’s decision to start
business, qualitative, face-to-face, and in-depth interview methods are more appropriate
than using a simple checklist of possible factors of decision—the way in which the push/pull
model has been applied. In similar fashion, such methods may help people to uncover
objectives of their actions that would otherwise appear natural or obvious to them and
would therefore be neglected to explicate. Therefore, I did not just directly ask people their
reasons for becoming an entrepreneur and objectives in being an entrepreneur, but offered
them the opportunity to elaborate on their business decisions, and to so provide more
details and illuminate the importance, and interrelation, of the various factors shaping these.
Importantly, however, it was not only their business engagement that I asked the respondents to tell me about. Realizing that it may be difficult for people to uncover all of the
structural and individual factors that informed their entrepreneurial choices, I chose to use
9 Of course, pursuing strategic business objectives can also be strategic in view of one’s desired life, and
personal objectives can also be pursued strategically (as in calculatedly or planned); the label “strategic” is
here simply used for analytical purposes.

58

the personal narrative, also referred to as life (hi)stories, biographies, or oral histories
(Essers 2008; Mason 2002; Vandsemb 1995), as the main research method. This method
offers an opportunity to gain more profound insight into the broader context in which the
immigrants made their business decisions. In Vandsemb’s words: “The personal narrative
conveys how the individual copes with society, and also how society influences a person’s
life” (1995, 415); it explores the lived experiences of an individual (Essers 2008, 15) and so
helps to understand the meanings that people give to their actions in concrete social situations. This research method helps to uncover stories that largely stay untouched in more
quantitative research methods and that statistics, or “simple categorizations” or standard
typologies, usually do not convey at all. This process of uncovering the immigrants’ stories
merits more attention.

3.4 Gathering and assessing the stories
Most entrepreneurs I contacted showed an enthusiastic willingness to participate in the
research. In most cases, they invited me to their own home, which often was a logical consequence of their business also being established there. Generally, I was received in a very
hospitable manner, with drinks, homemade suman sa Ibus (a snack of sticky rice wrapped in
palm leaves), or even complete Filipino meals. This was almost always accompanied with the
explanation that such hearty reception was a typical Filipino treat, and one of the greatest
differences with the Dutch customs in which one always “had to make a formal appointment to
visit a friend” and where one “even on birthdays had to do with only a cup of coffee and a
biscuit.” This warm treatment was also reflected in the open atmosphere in which the entrepreneurs usually shared their story. Upon only brief introduction of my research interest and
intentions, or upon telling of my personal visits to their country of birth, most Filipino entrepreneurs started narrating spontaneously about their experiences in migration and business;
the few who initially found it difficult or inappropriate to articulate their personal stories or
business practices to a stranger soon warmed up to the interview after assurances of confidentiality and discovering that I was not after very detailed information about their business
performance, but simply interested in their “’ordinary’ experiences woven into the fabric of
their everyday lives” (Yeoh and Huang 2000, 417). Several respondents expressed their
delight of having been offered this opportunity to speak freely to an outsider about their
personal concerns or to, as one woman explained, “contribute to more awareness of our
invisible group of people, and hopefully breed some respect among the Dutch” (Nening,
INT1510). Similar to Esser’s experiences (2008) in her interviews with Turkish and Moroccan
female entrepreneurs in the Netherlands, it seemed that for some women participation in the
research was a means to enhance their self-worth and seek proper recognition in wider society.
By in the first instance leaving the respondents as free as possible to include what they
wanted to discuss within the broadly defined themes of their migration to and entrepreneurial engagement in the Netherlands, they apparently felt encouraged to tell me rather
personal stories. The use of a tape recorder did generally not discourage that—it was only
on a few occasions that an “off-the-record” period was asked for, mostly to whisper to me a
gossip-like anecdote. Recording the conversations on tape not only facilitated a more pro10 This is how I refer to the individual interviews with the Filipino entrepreneurs in the Netherlands; for information derived from personal meetings with their home country counterparts, I use the abbreviation HCM or HCS
(see annex 1a). When specifically referring to other primary sources (enlisted in annex 1b), I use “pers. comm.”
and an abbreviation of the fieldwork period in which I tapped this source (e.g.: COW, pers. comm., Phil-1).
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found analysis of the “spoken word,” during the data collection itself it allowed me to be
more alert to the nonverbal responses and emotional reactions, which I noted down in
analytical memos. At the same time as I let the respondents speak, I closely watched whether
they also informed me on certain pre-identified subjects that could be important to understand their business involvement. To help them recall the unfolding of their life experiences
and better place these in their particular social and perceptual context (Gerson and Horowitz
2002, 206), I asked them to tell their story according to certain periods in their lives, and to
describe the most important events in each of these “life-chapters” (Essers 2008, 16). This
meant I encouraged the respondents to tell me about the period from their childhood and
adolescence in the Philippines up to adulthood; the life stage prior to their migration, with
the specific occasions and circumstances leading up to their crossing to the Netherlands; the
first period of adapting to Dutch society, including their efforts to rebuild a social life and,
possibly, find work in the Dutch labor market; the conditions that informed their decision to
start business; and their actual experiences in being their own boss, such as the difficulties
encountered during the start-up and afterwards, how they dealt with these, and whether
they considered their business a success or disappointment. The interviews concluded with
the respondents expressing their hopes and plans for the near and further away future, both
regarding their entrepreneurial activity and their life in general. In this way, the interviews
were structured according to the life history approach, which social scientists generally
ascribe great potential to capture the variety of people’s personal experiences and the
complexities of their decisions. More than quantitative methods, this method sheds light on
the contextuality of one’s decisions and so reveals a more complete picture of the set of
factors that influenced these decisions (Vandsemb 1995, 412; also see Gerson and Horowitz
2002; Mason 2002).
In all of this, I asked the entrepreneurs to recount their emotional as well as pragmatic
reasons for their particular actions, again emphatically not only those directly related to
their business pursuits but also those that signified other important life experiences. As
such, these personal meetings usually yielded rather comprehensive insight into these
people’s lived experiences, such as, for instance, their career ambitions and work experiences both in the Philippines and in the Netherlands, their previous expectations of life
“abroad” and whether or not these had become reality, their struggles in pursuing the
desired life, their feelings about what comprised “home,” their contact with loved ones left
behind as well as with fellow countrymen and native Dutch in the Netherlands, their involvement in (ethnic) organizations or other aspirations and interests in life, and their
negotiation of tensions between the various life spheres of work, leisure, and family. Their
accounts revealed unexpected fortunes and surprising turns in life, hardships of being
separated from their families, godsends and difficulties in their intercultural marriages,
improved mutual understanding as well as discomfort with relatives “back home,” togetherness yet also distrust within the Filipino community in the Netherlands, senses of inner
growth as well as unanticipated self-doubts, and so on. In short, the Filipinos’ stories displayed how they as immigrants continuously negotiated and recreated their “new lives.”
While many of these experiences and thoughts not always related directly to their entrepreneurial activities, they did help me contextualize their seemingly “pure economic” or
“just individual” business decisions and situate these in the broader field of social relations
and experiences in which these people developed preferences, altered perceptions or orientations, adjusted their aspirations, and modified their plans. Telling the story of their lives in
this way helped to explain the meaning of incidents or events that happened to them in the
real world and “to give their experiences form” (Vandsemb 1995, 414). In doing so, the life
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history approach is particularly consistent with an actor/agent-centered form of social
inquiry (Mason 2002, 235)—as the present study pretends to be. Yet, while expectations for the
explanatory power of this qualitative research approach are high, there are several risks and
drawbacks that need to be reckoned with both during the process of data gathering as well as in
the process of analyzing and interpreting the empirical material. What are these perils, how did
I deal with them, and how relevant do I, in view of my personal fieldwork experiences, believe
they were to the reliability of the stories collected and represented in this study?

Life stories as personal myths
While the power of the narrative or life story lies in its capacity to elucidate how people
experience and judge the social context in which they are embedded and to reveal their
sense of coping with it, this is in fact also one of its weaknesses: as scholars have argued, this
research method runs the risk of producing “an oversanitized, overcoherent story which …
has the effect of overplaying agency and rationality” (Mason 2002, 235). This may be especially important to reckon with when, as in this study, people are asked to cooperate because
of their involvement in an activity that by its own nature is generally associated with a
strong sense of rationality and pragmatism—establishing and operating business. Through
the narrative, the tellers can create a past that is logically related to their present, a past that
justifies their ongoing projects and even future actions. Such justification requires that their
life stories entail “adequate causality,” that is “a chain of causality that is acceptable by
addressees as a good reason for some particular event or sequence of events” (Järvinen 2004,
55). Narrating a history implies grouping elements together into temporal wholes, while leaving
others out—consciously or unconsciously—as lacking evidence (ibid., 51).
This inevitably implies that narratives are selective in nature, depending on the respondents’ varying abilities to recall the past, comprehend the present, and consider the future
(Gerson and Horowitz 2002, 211). At the same time, they also depend on people’s natural
desire to create a sense of self and construct a story that is meaningful to them, as well as on
their willingness to share their experiences with an outsider. Oral accounts are thus also
highly subjective, or, as Yeoh and Huang formulate it, “culled from a combination of daily
experiences and current evaluations of past events” (2000, 417). While talking and remembering, the respondents reconstruct the meaning of the past from the viewpoint of the
present; they give meaning to the past in a way that makes sense for the present (Järvinen
2004; Vandsemb 1995). Precisely this is what I meant earlier when I said one can dispute
whether one’s motivations to start a business are “given” (section 1.3). The motivations
brought up in conversations are both subjective and selective reconstructions of one’s past
motivations. Meanings of decisions are socially constructed rather than pre-given (Dormans
2008, 5); in fact, from the above it follows that they are or may be, in a way, “post-given.”
In this process of “retrospective reasoning” (Järvinen 2004, 51), it is important to realize that, reasonably especially within the context of migration, over time, people’s values and
norms change, which may alter their perceptions and to some extent distort the earlier
internal logic behind their decisions and actions. Their interpretations of past decisions are
situated in a culturally and historically specific present (De Guzman 2004, 7); one’s identity
and knowledge are always situated in a time and place specific present, which gives rise to a
different plot than when told in “another present.” It is thus worth noting that, at the same
time as Filipino interviewees repeatedly criticized “the Dutchmen” for being too direct and in
their eyes impolite or rude, several of them also alleged they themselves were actually not or
no longer like “the typical Filipino” either. As they explained, they had become much more
open and assertive since their arrival in the Netherlands, sometimes even to such an extent
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that they had been accused by their families in the Philippines to have become “too Dutch.”
Various entrepreneurs stated that they were now much more aware of their own cultural
routines and, as they no longer considered certain Philippine conducts and habits the “best
way to live life” or the “most appropriate way to deal with other people,” had deliberately
sought to imbibe (selected parts of) what they perceived to be “the Dutch way.” One woman
for instance elucidated that
You know, Filipinos, they are truly gossips, it is true. I never noticed it before [in the Philippines]. Or
maybe, they just do it here, I don’t know. Anyway, I simply do not want to be part of that. So I just go
my own way, I do not get involved too much. And also, I just tell them when I do not like certain behavior. Many do not do that, they just keep silent to that person. But they do talk about it with other
people. But you know, I have looked at the Dutch, and now I do just like them: I tell straightaway
when I disagree. Just in the face. Some people, they hate me for that, they avoid me. But that is okay
to me, it is simply less complicated to live life like this. Without all these hidden feelings, you know.

Obviously, the person narrating his or her personal history is no longer the same as the
person this history concerns. Unlike the woman quoted above, one may however not always
be aware of one’s changed perspectives, but nonetheless include these in the explanation of
one’s decisions and actions. Thus, people’s stories about what they did and why should not
be regarded as factual or “straightforward descriptions of social experience” (Mason 2002,
237). They may not correspond exactly with what has actually occurred in that farther or
nearer past of the teller, and may as such not give an entirely accurate description of previous experiences. At the same time however, they do show how people perceived what has
happened in their lives. Hence, these people’s stories are “as much about social perception as
it is about reality” (Vandsemb 1995, 413). Therefore, an objective reality can never be
captured (Denzin and Lincoln 2003a, 8); the stories that people tell about themselves are to
be seen as “personal myths” (Essers 2008, 15).

(Co-)producing “the truth”
At the same time as narratives can be seen as personal myths, the interviewees’ selectivity
and subjectivity may also convert their past decisions into present-day “moral tales” (Vandsemb 1995, 413) that are not just acceptable to themselves but also to others. This wish for
social approval seemed particularly relevant to reckon with in the Philippine case. Generally
known as a population that highly values “smooth interpersonal relationships,” avoids
critical discussions, skirts around, and fears to lose face (Butalid-Echaves 1999; Mulder
1997; Roces and Roces 1992), before I actually entered the field, I presumed these people
would tell their story in a way that would strongly correspond to the (perceived) norms or
wishes of the interviewer or that would not discomfit themselves or damage their own
position, or that of their significant others, in their social environment. However, to my
assessment, such attitudes featured less prominently in the conversations than expected.
Without exception, I came across strong-willed, expressive, and self-confident immigrants
and observed only little diffidence or reservation, hardly more so when situations came up
that were awkward to themselves or to others. More than once I was actually quite surprised
by the very private stories the Filipino immigrants were willing to reveal to me; stories that
recounted just as much of successes as they did of personal setbacks and failures, naiveté, or
misconception of particular situations. Many respondents confided so much in me that they
even told of personal experiences that could severely endanger their position within the
community and complicate their lives in the Netherlands. As such, these conversations can
by themselves perhaps be seen as proof of the greater assertiveness and directness that the
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respondents repeatedly credited themselves with. In any case, the rather self-critical and
confidential stories that many respondents shared with me give reason to believe that the
empirical materials gathered in the main indeed reflected these people’s personal thoughts
and beliefs.
Nonetheless, as I will demonstrate elsewhere in this thesis, socially acceptable answers
appeared to have found their way through every now and then in the narratives of the
Filipino respondents. Taking into account what other people might think of them, or anticipating possible implications of their expressions, the stories that people tell are thus produced truths, “revealed from real positions in the world, through lived experience in social
relationships” (Gonzales 1998, 30)—including the relationship with the researcher. In that
sense, the stories that qualitative studies represent are in fact to be seen not merely as
“personal myths” or “moral tales” composed by the storytellers alone, but ultimately as their
co-productions with the researcher (Essers 2008; Mason 2002). Thus, a particular factor to
reckon with in interviewing concerns the social interaction between the researcher and the
researched and their interpretative capabilities. Both have to understand each other, which
may comprise a greater challenge if the two are socially distant from one another. Expressions and observations, and their subsequent interpretations, are socially located in the
worlds of the researcher and the researched; they are always “filtered through the lenses of
language, gender, social class, and ethnicity” (Denzin and Lincoln 2003a, 31).
The “lens of language”, to start with, seemed to pose hardly any serious obstacles for
our mutual understanding. Since all interviewees had been educated in English since early
childhood (the Philippine school system is based on the American model) and many up to
college level11, they could always turn to this language in case their Dutch was deemed not
strong enough to describe their experiences. In fact, most conversations were conducted in
English.12 While the interviews often did not take place in the respondent’s nor in my own
native language, only a few times did this cause some difficulties. By and large, I felt neither
one of us had great problems in expressing our thoughts and feelings in the way we wanted.
Difference in gender also did not seem to play a harmful role in the interviews; although, conversely, similarity in gender seemed to have led some women to advance and
discuss in greater detail gender-sensitive issues, such as for example how they dealt with the
various expectations and prejudices they were confronted with men. Such greater openness
might also have had to do with (most of) them and myself being well-educated women,
which seemed to enhance a sense of mutual understanding.
Likely more important than language or gender as social identity markers were our different ethnic—and cultural—backgrounds. In such a research context, researchers must be
very careful of the assumptions and biases they bring with them and that might lead them to
unjust and inaccurate translation and interpretation of the data. At the same time though,
argues Rehman (2000), when there exist no large or obvious ethnic or cultural distinctions
between the researcher and the researched, the first may falsely assume homogeneity and so
be unaware of his or her own culturally determined predispositions. Indeed, precisely
because of our apparent different ethnic-cultural backgrounds, I was, as explained, more
alert for possible other norm and value settings and expressive manners. In this, my overseas stays proved particularly helpful for a greater understanding of these other beliefs and

See annex 2, which provides a concise socio-demographic profile of the interviewed entrepreneurs.
In the following chapters I have translated Dutch statements of respondents into English without further
specification.
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manners—while these had simultaneously made me realize more my own ethnic or cultural
“peculiarities.”
This also worked the other way around: whereas in the course of ordinary life, people
will usually take for granted the culturally defined whys and backgrounds of their actions
and views, international migration and particularly engagement in a bicultural relationship
seemed to have ruptured such sub- or even unconsciousness—various women recounted
how they every now and then encountered misunderstandings or surprised reactions to
their thoughts and actions by Dutch people, their husbands in particular, and had therefore
become more attentive to “Dutch interpretations” or, in the somewhat harsh words of one
woman, “the Dutch shortsighted perception.” As also the Dutch scholar Essers (2008) experienced in her personal encounters with Turkish and Moroccan women, the interviewees
were often keen on explicating the ethnic-cultural basis of their actions—and articulated
them more than they probably would have done (or would, in their view, have needed to do)
for co-ethnics. At the same time, several women noted their personal reproach towards the
Dutch manners of interpersonal contact, which would show in their supposedly greater
directness or self-assertion (by some others considered coarseness or even rudeness). As
such, their often very direct confrontation with Dutch culture seemed to have contributed to a
smaller cultural gap or at least appeared quite practical in clarifying their stories and diminishing the risks of cross-cultural miscommunication. Cross-cultural miscommunication was
furthermore occasionally prevented by the (sometime) presence of the Dutch spouse during
some of the interviews. Though he on the one hand may to some extent have influenced the
answers of his wife or directed the course of the conversation, he on the other hand sometimes also conveniently functioned as the bridge between her and my distinct ethnic-cultural
backgrounds, from personal experience explaining the particular reasons for her actions.
Overall, in my experiences, differences in the “social locations” (Essers 2008, 62) between the researched and me, with our distinct ethnicities/cultures as the most noticeable
one, did generally not constitute dangers to the research; in fact, especially the latter more
than once comprised chances for more profound insight. Clearly though, in interviews,
objective observations and interpretations are an illusion; agreeing with Denzin and Lincoln
(2003a, 8), we can know a thing only through its representations—as such, there is no valuefree or bias-free science (ibid., 9; also see Essers 2008; Janesick 2003; Stake 2003). Hence,
we learn more about how social experience (here: becoming and being an entrepreneur) is
given meaning by approaching the phenomenon from a variety of perspectives and using
different sources of information (Stake 2003, 148).

Other sources of insight
As noted, the empirical material presented in this thesis is primarily based on 29 cases of
Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. In these entrepreneurial ventures, more than
29 Filipino immigrants were involved—some as formal business partners, others as informal
yet sometimes nonetheless essential co-operators. Several of these business partners joined
in the personal meetings, or otherwise the one who received me also supplied information,
obviously less detailed and somewhat more dispassionate, on that person. However, in all
cases, it appeared that the persons who had agreed to my request for participation in the
research and who subsequently spoke to me, were also the ones behind the decision to start
a business or the ones who were principally responsible for the daily business operations.
Accordingly, it was their life stories that I collected, and, hence, these persons are the main
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research participants, usually referred to as the respondents or interviewees.13 As indicated
in annex 1a, more than once, a second or even third visit to them was required to “complete,”
and understand, the stories of their lives. Together, these personal visits lasted between two
to eight hours.
Nearly all personal meetings were supplemented with repeated email or telephone contact, meant to clear up obscurities and reduce the likelihood of misinterpretation. To this end,
I in various cases also forwarded my personal notes on the conversations. Many Filipino
entrepreneurs I saw again at community occasions such as the yearly Independence Day,
cultural celebrations, and thematic meetings, which provided me the chance to observe the
tales from the field, to apropos investigate how they had been doing lately, and to ask some
follow up questions. Aside from these personal exchanges, a considerable number of entrepreneurs distributed promotion brochures or digital newsletters, and/or maintained a
company website which I used as an additional tool to gain general information on their
business, as well as on their personal backgrounds when they had included a “Who are we?”
or “About us” section—which at times revealed surprisingly much private information.
These various empirical materials all helped to provide a more complete picture on why
these people had turned to entrepreneurship, how they operated their business, and what it
meant for them to be an entrepreneur.
The fieldwork in the Philippines also contributed greatly to this. As noted, my overseas
stays offered me abundant personal experience of the Philippine culture and everyday way
of life. These experiences, noted down on a daily basis in a personal journal as well as in field
notes when I attended special events, helped me to contextualize and interpret the stories of
the immigrant entrepreneurs in the Netherlands. So too did the visits to their “home country
counterparts.” Concurring with Denzin (1974, 416), one can obtain a more comprehensive
explanation of the research subject’s experiences and perceptions of a certain event, of how
these experiences and perceptions came into existence, and of their veracity, if one gathers
also the interpretations and experiences of other persons involved in those events. Including
the perspective of those who were left behind in the origin country, yet were still closely
involved in the business activities of their migrated relative, was a valuable, if not crucial,
pursuit to learn more about the underpinnings, features, and implications of the bordercrossing economic activities that immigrants may engage in. In some instances, one visit of a
couple of hours was enough to get a good grip of these matters; in the case of more extensive
and complex business operations, I was hospitably lodged in one of the immigrant’s relatives’ households for several days (recall the introduction to this chapter). This provided me
the opportunity to observe and participate in the personal interactions and daily business
affairs. Furthermore, I spoke with the various people working in the business, not just with
the relatives—who generally were the business managers—but also with the workers. The
main themes in these (semi-structured) interviews and more casual conversations were the
organization of the activities, and the role their personal involvement played and the
changes it had brought about in their daily lives and livelihoods. While not as detailed and
comprehensive as the interviews with the immigrants—after all, these people “back home”
had not gone through the same sweeping socio-economic and cultural changes as their
relatives in the Netherlands had, nor were they the ones who had actually initiated the
transnational business pursuits—here as well, the personal perceptions and experiences

13 In the following chapters, I have occasionally included statements of the partners of these “main research
participants,” labeling these with the same case-reference as that of the principal spokesperson (see annex 1a).
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formed the key to my understanding. In all, in the Philippines I obtained the other side of the
story for eight cases of “narrow transnational immigrant entrepreneurship.”
In conclusion, in addition to interviewing the immigrant entrepreneurs, I have deliberately sought to study the same object (the business activity) as well as subject (the entrepreneur) from different perspectives and using various methods. The personal observations
of the immigrant entrepreneurs’ ways of storytelling, the variety of empirical sources (promotional materials, home country counterparts, community events), the written checks of
what had been told to me, the follow up visits and often enduring social communications, all
served to counterbalance the described risks attached to the life history approach as the
main data gathering method and helped secure a greater in-depth understanding of the
meanings that immigrants attach to their entrepreneurial pursuits.

3.5 Analyzing and interpreting the empirical material
I analyzed the empirical material in broadly two stages. The first stage comprised a rather
plain inventory of the demographical or basic features of the immigrant entrepreneurs and
their businesses; the second stage subsequently focused on the question of how these
businesses were to be understood as the outcome or the reflection of how these people
coped and negotiated with the internal and external conditions and changes that formed
their personal contexts. In this stage, I thus intended to reveal the connection between their
thoughts and actions and to elucidate the logic of their actions; I now attempted to make
sense of, and interpret, the entrepreneurial involvement in terms of the meanings attached
to it. Importantly, this meant an analysis not just of what was said, but also of how, and in
what context, things were said. Next to the transcribed narratives, I also conscientiously
reviewed my personal notes on the respondents’ speaking manners, including their nonverbal and emotional reactions.
In this, the first step contained the profound analysis of each of the respondents’ personal narratives separately—and, when available, the analysis of other case-related materials, such as my analytical memos, company websites, or information obtained from home
country counterparts. This within-case analysis thus involved the examination of each interviewee’s unique situation (Rehman 2002, 47). Questions I asked myself were, among others:
how did these people anticipate the particular conditions in which they built their lives in
the Netherlands? How did they balance personal wishes and expectations by others? How
much room to maneuver did they have to follow their own needs and ideas? What constrained their freedom and what enlarged their opportunities to act? To what extent were
these chances and impediments tied to the particular place where, and conditions under
which, they had settled down or did they stem from a wider and more fluid social space? And
how was all this reflected in their business operations and the meanings they attached to
their entrepreneurial engagement? In this, I used the classifications of motivations and
objectives provided earlier in this chapter as rough guidelines in “locating” the respondents
somewhere between “entrepreneurs by necessity” and “entrepreneurs by opportunity,” as
well as between being more “function-based” or more “person-based” business owneroperators. Indeed, the respondents were always located “somewhere in-between,” as their
business decisions could never be reduced to one certain category, and the entrepreneurs
thus did generally not fit into one particular type. This ambiguity and difficulty in placing the
respondents in predetermined categories made me more aware of the limited power of such
standard typologies as an interpreter of human behavior and so illustrated the complexity of
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social experience. In short, this in-depth look at each case separately, the scrutiny of its
contexts, the detailing of the ordinary activities and personal lived experiences, and the
juxtaposing of the immigrants’ perceptions and experiences to the other case-specificsources, all helped to establish the complexities, contradictions, and ambiguities revolving
around the daily life of each respondent individually.
Yet, no single case or interview, however revealing and valuable as a source of information, can offer more than limited insight into more common social forces and processes
(Gerson and Horowitz 2002, 211). Hence, the next step in my analysis was to go beyond the
mere representation of a series of individual stories toward a more critical, coherent, and
convincing argument that contributes to our understanding of immigrant entrepreneurship.
Only by comparing the individual cases to the others did I start to understand the wider
significance of any one of them. The following step in the analysis therefore comprised a
cross-case analysis in which each participant was examined against the others to determine
similarities or differences or both (Rehman 2002, 47). Doing so, several expressions, conditions, and events that were once individual or unique occurrences to me began to stand out
as more collective experiences. Next to unraveling some patterns and common themes in the
respondents’ verbal statements, a cross-case comparison of my personal notes on observed
conducts and emotions also revealed the recurrence of particular expressive manners and
ways of telling, making me question—and in fact sometimes reconsider—some of my initial
interpretations of the respondents’ stories. More than at the moment of interviewing I came
to realize that the Filipinos’ narratives contained some degree of anxiety to show they were
worthy members of their group and shared the group’s ideals for respectable and coherent
self-presentations (Järvinen 2004, 55). This cross-case analysis, of both the spoken and nonspoken words, so helped me discover both more common thoughts and logics behind concrete actions, as well as more common ambivalences and tensions shaping their selfrepresentations. Both were essential for the foreseen empirical contribution to the Dutch
literature on immigrant entrepreneurship (and on Filipinos’ “ways of life” in the Netherlands), as well as for determining the value of the conceptual proposal to take a transnational perspective on this phenomenon.

3.6 Composing the final tale
Chapters 6 to 10 of this thesis, each focusing on a particular line of business, portray the
entrepreneurial pursuits of Filipinos in the Netherlands as part of the daily lives they have
built—or are building—here. While giving emphatic attention to the unique contexts in
which the individual immigrants decided to become entrepreneurs and operate their businesses, these chapters also present common threads of experiences. I have carefully sought
to find a fruitful balance between the (more) common and the unique, as I discuss and
illustrate both the deviant and shared choices, aspirations, and orientations of the entrepreneurs and so shed light on how these people coped, anticipated, and reacted to the different
kinds of opportunities as well as adversities that they encountered along the road to, and in,
being their own boss. Since illustrating how a phenomenon occurs in a particular setting can
provide valuable and trustworthy knowledge, I often let the Filipinos “tell their own story”
(Stake 2003, 143). Their personal statements thus play a prominent role in the subsequent
chapters. This “telling their own story” elicits some final critical consideration.
In the foregoing, the “vagaries of memory, selectivity and deception” (Mason 2002, 237)
were presented as dangers to the reliability of the interviewees’ account. It is however just
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as important to realize that, however illustrated by literal quotations of the respondents, in
the end, what is presented here, is the researcher’s dressing of their story: “The researcher
decides what the case’s own story is, or at least what will be reported in the report” (Stake
2003, 144; also see Essers 2008, 66). Whereas the respondents’ accounts are already their
personal interpretations of past experiences, when they are next retold by the researcher,
the respondents’ stories automatically come to carry a “double hermeneutic” (Van der Kamp
2000, 177) in which the researcher most likely passes along some of his/her personal
normative ideas on the meanings of events, relationships, conducts, and decisions. Again:
value-free science does not exist.
Hence, what follows is emphatically also my interpretation of the Filipinos’ stories, in
which, moreover, the criteria of representation are ultimately also decided by me. What I
deemed most relevant, telling, or interesting to grasp the issue under inquiry and facilitate
our understanding is what will be advanced. Importantly though, the principles of representation I used were not only concerned with the opportunity to enlighten, but also with the
ethical treatment of the confidence my respondents bestowed on me. I was literally a guest
in their private homes, and figuratively even more broadly: in their “private spaces” (Stake
2003, 154)—and I do not intend to invade this privacy. In retelling other people’s personal
stories, it is the responsibility of the researcher to not cause harm to the informants by
exposing too private or damaging material (Janesick 2003). Especially in a small community
like that of the Filipinos in the Netherlands, in which entrepreneurs are few and, in a manner
of speaking, known by virtually everyone, this was a particularly sensitive and intricate
matter, the more so as having a business turned out to sometimes engender frictions and
feelings of envy. Thus, while recomposing their stories, I often had to pay utmost caution not
to reveal too many specific details. Aside from using pseudonyms for most respondents (and
sometimes using no reference at all, as even with pseudonyms, careful readers might still
discover whom the story pertains to), the remedy was to decontextualize the individuals to a
certain extent, understanding that presumably even rather basic information on the entrepreneurs’ personal backgrounds and business practices could identify them. This was
sometimes a severe limitation to the argument I would like to have made: in several cases I
had to cut out so much of “the noise” that the story actually lost much of its value in providing profound insight into these people’s inner feelings regarding, for instance, their lives in
the Netherlands, the behavior of fellow countrymen, or their relations with the “home front,”
and, through all of this, into the deeper and more hidden meanings people may bring to their
business engagement.
Notwithstanding these limitations, this thesis will tell, and explain, the Filipino entrepreneurs’ personal negotiations and interactions with the wider environment in which they
are multiply and mixed embedded. The story brought to the reader ensues from these
people’s personally renarrated truths—their tales from the field. Interpreted, arranged, and
composed as I have these tales, this book is my truth—for now the “final tale from the field”
(Denzin and Lincoln 2003a, 37).
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4.
Filipinos in the world, Filipinos in the Netherlands
It has been half a century since that single adventurous spirits braved the high seas to reach the shores
of the Netherlands. Years later, hundreds more followed onto this road less travelled which by now had
become a familiar and well-trodden path. The Filipino has matured and flourished in the fertile ground
of equal opportunity and second chances, in a country which has become “home away from home” for
many of them. While they have absorbed, understood and learned to accept many of the peculiar
nuances of Dutch cultural traditions, Filipinos have continued to celebrate and take pride in those
things which make them uniquely Filipino. Among others, the familiar and everready hand extended to
compatriots in need and the compelling sense of responsibility for the well-being of families and friends
left behind. There is also the gentle generosity which provides everybody with the space to contribute
towards the upliftment and general well-being and progress of the community, a compelling commitment to contribute towards the progress of Philippine society and assert their rightful place in it; and a
healthy sense of tolerance and openness to divergent and even opposing views, ideologies and religions
prevailing among the community. Our lives are richly woven together with the fabric of a common
ancestry, a shared history, and the higher goals of justice and lasting peace in the world, while we strive
to experience enduring love, joy and inner peace in our everyday lives and find the proverbial home in
our hearts. And as the new millennium dawns on the horizon, we Filipinos in the Netherlands can
proudly claim that we have endured, overcome and progressed. As we humbly offer those things that
have passed and bore fruit—to our children who already stand poised to inherit the future from us.
(Flores and Valenzuela 1999, 57 – 58)

This quotation, taken from the Munting Nayon, a Filipino magazine published in the Netherlands, shows a Filipino self-perception that is, as we will see, not only shared and carried out
by those who left the country, but also very similar to the image that the Philippine government has made a pillar in its migration policies. Paradoxically, while dispersed all around the
globe, Filipinos both at home and abroad are seeking to build a nation. An important aspect
of this, as David notes, is “the cultivation of an ideal Filipino identity: a sense of belonging
and loyalty to an imagined historical community, a feeling of pride and security in what one
is supposed to be, a consciousness of one’s roots, which immediately makes some things
familiar and others strange; in short, a nostalgia and an ability to relate one’s own personal
experiences to the saga of an entire community” (1997). Based on “a tradition of official
Philippine nationalism and heroization of anything Filipino” (Reiterer 2004, 16; also see
Mulder 1997), Filipinos across the globe thus endeavor to create a collective memory in
which their sense of excellence has an important role: heroism, sacrifice, adaptability,
tolerance and solidarity are all emphasized as their unique ethnic-cultural traits. Their
“Filipino-ness” (McKay 2004), expressed in their persuasive devotion to and caring for the
ones left behind in the origin country ostensibly blends with openness and accommodation
to the alien environments where they have settled down. While they still feel a strong
belonging to their former society and honor their common descent, nonetheless, they are
also able to make a home away from home. They are looking back and persevering, even
(re)creating the past; and at the same time also looking ahead and cultivating a new kind of
cosmopolitan identity and lifestyle (Estopace 2004, 15). Filipinos are, at least in their own
view, “here and there”—honorable citizens of both the old and new home.
This self-perception promotes analyzing the processes of integration and transnationalism as two sides of the same process, i.e. building a new life in an alien environment—rather
than, as is often done within the debate on international migration, treating integration and
transnationalism as separate or even contradictory courses of action. This chapter explores
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these processes for the Philippine case, and so serves as the broad framework in which to
situate entrepreneurship as a particular incorporation trajectory. The first part of the chapter deals in general terms with why and how Filipinos leave their native soil en masse yet
often remain Filipinos in heart and mind. It discusses how this mass migration is a product
of globalization (section 4.1), and how forces and conditions from below and from above fuel
both the human outflow from the Philippines as well as a subsequent material flow back into
the country (sections 4.2 and 4.3). The second part of the chapter discusses Filipino migration and resettlement within the particular context of the Netherlands. It first describes who
came when, and why and how they did so (section 4.4). Next, it goes into the issues of integration, social capital formation, and transnationalism, exploring the Filipinos’ associational
life and, in a more hypothetical manner, their (re)construction of the ethnic identity and the
development of a Filipino community in the Netherlands (section 4.5). The chapter concludes with the contention that, despite the tremendous heterogeneity in migration experiences, the Philippine sojourners seem to be known in rather one-sided images, which
generally portray them as having less influence or control over their own fates than they
actually may have. It is precisely this conception that the present study hopes to challenge.
In all, this chapter shows that, in order to make sense of one’s migration and incorporation trajectory it is imperative to situate these life experiences within the politico-economic
and social contexts of both the adopted country and the country of origin, as well as within
global forces such as globalization, capitalism, and growing transnationalism. This attention
to the embeddedness of Filipino migration in external influences from above and from below
does not refute the agency that the individual immigrant has in this process. While acknowledging that agency is conditioned (Parreñas 2001, 34), it is people who adopt various strategies in response to the structural, as well as cultural and ideological forces that surround
them. They are the agents of change in their own lives. This also implies that it is important
not to “make group generalizations that essentialize diverse identities and backgrounds”
(Kelly 2003, 213 – 14). Above all, this chapter serves to illuminate some of the complexities
of the Filipinos’ migration and resettlement experiences.

4.1 Philippine migration: product of globalization
In an era in which human mobility and movements are high on the political and academic
agendas of both sending and receiving countries, Philippine international migration serves
as an especially interesting case to examine. In fact, Filipinos have a long tradition of living in
other countries: already in the 1880s, wealthy families sent their sons to study in Europe to
keep them from getting into trouble with the Spanish colonial authorities and friars at home;
a few decades later, so-called pensionados studied at American universities, soon followed by
peasants who worked in the Hawaiian and Californian pineapple farms and apple orchards.
Then, in the 1960s, the United States opened its doors for a wave of Filipino professionals,
doctors, nurses and engineers (David 1997; Yukawa 1996). More attention has however
been paid to the more recent accelerated growth and diversification of the human outflow
and the accompanying institutional anchorage of the phenomenon since the installation of
President Marcos in the 1970s. It was then that the Filipino diasporization took a different
turn and began adopting its particular contemporary shape.
The prominent position that the Philippines takes among emigrant exporting nations as
a “source of family and authorized economic migration of all forms” (IOM 2005, 103), the
present-day magnitude and global spread of the Filipino migrant community, the diverse
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ways in which Filipinos have left and are leaving their country, and the multi-dimensional
consequences of their outflow, all comprise challenging and highly complex research issues,
which have caused fierce debates among a wide range of stakeholders. Besides many general
migration studies and reports that explicitly mention the Philippines as a prime example of a
sending country, the academic literature with a specific focus on the Philippine migration
phenomenon is abundant.1 In the Philippines, various centers of knowledge have established
specific departments dedicated to the analysis of the phenomenon.2 In 1996, the Philippine
Migration Research Network (PMRN) was organized, consisting of researchers, development
workers, and policy-makers, as part of the larger Asia Pacific Migration Research Network
(APMRN). Philippine government agencies, in particular the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE) and the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA), as well as international
organizations, specifically the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the International
Organization for Migration (IOM), have also solicited many studies. Civil movements have
grown along with the expansion of the outflow. Numerous NGOs and people’s organizations
have assumed an increasingly important role as activists, self-help groups and—lately—as
partners of the government in directing the consequences of the outflow. Moreover, the
market has responded by targeting the (prospective) migrants: banks, real estate and
housing, travel and manufacturing businesses consider the (aspiring) overseas Filipinos the
“flavour of the month” (Estopace 2003); television and newspapers daily cover stories about
the fortunes and misfortunes of compatriots anywhere around the globe.3
With or without an explicit interest in the matter, when one visits the Philippines, one
can hardly miss the deep and comprehensive impact the human outflow has on the collective
fate and private lives of the Filipino people. At the airport, endless streams of large cartons
roll down the luggage conveyors, marked all over with Filipino names and addresses, and
carrying the migrants’ pasalubongs, gifts to relatives and friends—specifically western items
that, as one returnee explained to me, should give the stayers “some taste of the places”
where the itinerants had been. Such foreign influences are probably most directly perceptible in the rural hinterlands, where alongside the traditional nepa-cottages large houses of
concrete are built with the overseas earnings of brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers or children; statues or boards placed on the central square honor the overseas kababayans for their

For the period 1975 – 1995, Yukawa (1996) listed 605 titles of books, journals, articles, theses, research and
conference papers and relevant book chapters with substantial information on Philippine international labor
migration; two years later, Perez and Patacsil (1998) updated Yukawa’s bibliography with some 373 studies
(which however also include some sources on internal migration). It seems since then attention has increased even
more as international migration has worldwide become a priority item on the political and academic agenda.
2 Among private institutions, the Scalabrini Migration Center (SMC) in Manila has provoked and channelled
migration research through its periodicals, the magazine “Asian Migrant”, and the refereed quarterly “Asian
and Pacific Migration Journal.” In addition, its documentation centre holds a substantial collection of literature
on Asian migration.
3 At the end of 2004, an independent non-profit organization was started, the OFW Journalism Consortium
(OFW is the abbreviation for Overseas Filipino Workers), dedicated to what it calls “migration journalism,”
writing “beyond the usual OFW-related tearjerkers and emotional tales that fill up media’s spaces” (Opiniano
2004a, 1). This NGO’s publication Philippine Migration Journalism: A Practical Handbook (Sicam 2003)
contains various essays that discuss the place of journalism in the international migration of Filipinos,
describing the nature of media coverage of OFW-issues and providing examples of media contributions to the
migrant sector’s advocacy. In addition, the Consortium recurrently prepares packets of stories concerning the
migrant sector and distributes these for free to media outfits and migration stakeholder organizations in the
Philippines and abroad. See www.ofwjournalism.net/about.php for more about this “global media service,” and
the contested issue of Philippine migration’s media coverage.
1
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donations to the church, schools or community centers. In the urban centers, jeepneys4 often
carry slogans like Katas ng Saudi (Tagalog for “sap from Saudi”), as an ode to the origin of the
money with which the vehicle was obtained. Exhibits in U.S.-style shopping malls offer
information on how to pursue an overseas job or how to productively invest the foreign
earnings. The large square in front of the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration
(POEA), the main government agency to oversee the overseas employment of the Filipinos, is
always crowded with people, some with passports in their hands, others selling pens, sealing
ID-cards or offering help in filling out the many requested papers. Near the harbor in Manila,
hundreds of men lump together under the trees to shelter against the sun while waiting for
hours to sign on with the numerous recruitment agencies operating there. Yet signing on is
only the first step of a prolonged process of waiting, hoping, preparing to pag-aabroad
(Tagalog for “to go/work abroad”): in and round the Scalabrini Migration Center refugee,
young men and women from all over the Philippines wait for weeks, sometimes even
months, for the liberating call that they can pack their few belongings to move to an overseas
employer. Repeatedly, when I, during one of my fieldwork trips, ate my evening dish at a
carinderia (small food stall on the street), people sat next to me and, sometimes even without any
introduction or first inquiry, asked me whether I could arrange a job for them in the U.S.—since it
was often simply assumed I was from there. In short, everywhere I looked I found evidence of the
Filipinos’ sojourning tradition; and nearly everybody I spoke with showed an overwhelming
eagerness to leave the country, pushed by outright poverty or pulled by hunger for adventure, or
by whatever (mix of) other reasons in between.
Without doubt, international migration has irreversibly shaped the Philippine economy,
modified its political institutions, transformed family relations, modified consumer tastes,
and changed the physical landscape. Within a few decades, it has become an inseparable part
of Philippine society; in fact, some argue that the country has developed a strong and persistent “culture of emigration” (Asis 1995; Go 1998, 32; Stalker 2003, 72), which is closely tied
to a “culture of remittances” that prescribes remitting funds as “a moral and socio-economic
responsibility” (ILO 2000, 9; also see Bagasao 2003b). Constantly growing remittances have
doubtless benefited many millions of households and kept the ailing Philippine economy
afloat in times of crisis.5 Of all human outflows, temporary overseas employment is especially valued as “a form of secular pilgrimage in a quest for economic bounty and life experience”
(Aguilar 1996b, 114). Yet, at the same time as international labor migration is seen by many
as a journey of achievement and a rite of passage, to others it is a source of national or
“transnational shame,” reflecting the state’s incapability to provide an acceptable life to its
citizens (ibid.). In similar vein, those who have left the country to permanently settle abroad
are sometimes seen as “people who betray the nation by taking their energy and skills away
from national development” (Opiniano 2004b, 49; also see Vegara 1996). Besides, critics
argue that the human outflow severely distorts Filipino culture, undermining traditional
family values (see for instance Asis 1995; Dizon-Añonuevo and Añonuevo 2002a; Garcia4 Jeepneys are the most popular means of public transportation in the Philippines. They were originally made
from U.S. military jeeps left over from World War II and are well known for their flamboyant decoration and
crowded seating. As such, they have become a symbol of Philippine culture.
5 The Philippines has been one of the top of remittance-receiving countries for years; according to the World
Bank, in 2004, it was fourth among developing countries, following China, India, and Mexico (World Bank
2006, 89). Between 1990 and 2003, remittances, as a percentage of GNP, grew from 2.7 percent to 10.2
percent (IOM 2005, 240). The most recent data from the Philippine government state that in 2007 total
remittances from Overseas Filipinos registered at US$14.4 billion, a sizeable increase from the US$12.7 billion
in 2006 and accounting for about 10 percent of the country’s Gross Domestic Product (POEA 2007).
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Dungo 2003; Opiniano 2004b; also noted by Ercof [pers. comm., Phil-3] and Kakammpi [pers.
comm., Phil-3]) and leading to the “destruction of the moral fabric” of Philippine society
(Parreñas 2001, 108). According to this view, the large-scale international (labor) migration
breeds its own socio-cultural effects, which are regarded as “moral hazards” (Bagasao 2005)
that engender “cultural dysfunction” (IOM 2005, 240). As figure 4.1, taken from a brochure of
a migrant organization, warns: migration goes hand in hand with a dependence on remittances, pressure to go abroad, search for success, materialism, and consumerism.

Figure 4.1 Illustration in a brochure of a
Philippine migrant organization

Whether to laud or condemn the global dispersal of the population, to many of those who
stayed behind, the overseas Filipinos have become image-makers or advertisers of desired
lifestyles. The large houses, real estate, appliances, signature items, cellular phones, and other
“western” perks that the stayers see all around them as the direct and tangible gains of living
and working overseas fuel the high appreciation of migration and contribute to the perception among Filipinos that a better life is achieved by going abroad.6 As many have equated life
abroad with prosperous life and working overseas has become widely perceived as “the
6 In 2003, a large survey carried out by Pulse Asia (a renowned public opinion polling body in the Philippines)
revealed that around one quarter of the population wished to leave the country (Opiniano 2004b, 49).
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only” family survival strategy (Dizon-Añonuevo & Añonuevo 2002a, 7), migration has thus
become “the raison d’être of more migration” (Bagasao 2003a, 5), and the thing to do. And
so, at present, nearly 3,000 people leave the country every day (POEA 2007) in search for
what are commonly called the “greener pastures abroad.”
Based on the Stock Estimate by the Philippine government (CFO [Commission on Filipinos Overseas] 2008), as of December 2007 some 8.73 million Filipinos were living and
working outside the Philippines, nearly 10 percent of the then 88 million Philippine population (NSO [Philippine National Statistics Office] 2008). Of these, approximately 4.13 million
(47.4 percent) were classified as temporary Filipino residents, i.e. those whose stay overseas
is dependent on the duration of their employment and who are expected to return to the
Philippines at the end of their contract (formerly, these labor migrants were labeled Overseas Contract Workers or OCWs; since the mid-1990s, they are known as Overseas Filipino
Workers, or OFWs). Furthermore, 3.69 million (42.3 percent) were permanent Filipino
residents abroad, holders of immigrant visas and those whose stay does not depend on work
contracts; and 0.9 million (10.3 percent) were considered irregular Filipino migrants or
those who have no valid residence or work permits and are illegally overstaying in a foreign
country, known as TNTs or tagu nang tago, the Tagalog saying for an illegal alien who is in
hiding. Whereas the “greener pastures” are found virtually anywhere around the globe,
broadly, two distinct Philippine “migration systems” can be discerned. On the one hand, the
countries in the Middle East, Asia, and southern Europe primarily host temporary migrants;
the U.S., Australia, Canada, and northern Europe on the other hand are the main destinations
for permanent settlement of Filipinos (CFO 2008).
Usually, economic rationales are given as the main explanation for Philippine international migration. Supported by various spokespersons of Filipino migrant organizations, a
personal informant said: “Wherever Filipinos are, and whatever they tell you, they are always
there because of economic reasons. That is just a fact.” Undoubtedly, the widespread poverty
and unemployment in the Philippines, which in the past years has fluctuated around 11
percent (IOM 2005, 240)7, form the most direct cause for the overseas migration in any
period. Yet, at the same time as poor domestic economic conditions have created strong
pressures to leave the country, circumstances and processes outside the Philippines have been
conducive as well. As such, Philippine international migration can be seen as “a product of
globalization” (Parreñas 2001, 11), embedded in worldwide economic conditions and trends.
A sharp increase of Filipino emigration, its expansion beyond the United States, and its
change in character was provided by the oil crisis and the resulting rise of oil prices early
1970s (Lindquist 1993). The large-scale infrastructural projects that the governments in the
Middle East set up with their suddenly splurged oil revenues provided a new opportunity for
overseas contractual deployment of Filipino production laborers. Then President Marcos
promptly saw the potential advantages of labor migration and initiated the state-led regulation and promotion of overseas employment. Putting the so far individual and network-led
migration to the state’s own use, the program has progressively grown ever since. From
Marcos’ signing of the new Labor Code in 1974, which established the first governmental
institutions to oversee the recruitment of deployment of land- and sea-based workers.8
7 Underemployment has also remained high, for years circling between 17 percent (Go 2004, 441) and 20
percent (NSO 2008).
8 In the 1974 Labor code, the Overseas Employment Development Board (OEDB) and the National Seamen’s
Board (NSB) were established to oversee the recruitment and deployment of land- and sea-based workers.
These agencies, along with the Bureau of Employment Services (BES), were merged in 1982 to form the
Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA), which now assumes a dominant role in regulating
the Philippine labor migration.
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Philippine out-migration has taken various turns in terms of major destination countries and
composition of the human flows.
When by the mid-1980s the oil rich Gulf States had completed many of their massive infrastructure projects (or had to scale back their investments due to decreasing oil prices),
the demand for production workers declined and other skill categories became more important, mainly service workers and professionals as well as domestic workers (Tyner and
Donaldson 1999). From the early 1990s onwards, conditions elsewhere in the world influenced the Filipinos’ dispersion: global economic restructuring, the economic boom and
increased scarcity on the domestic labor markets in the East Asian Newly Industrializing
Countries, the development of post-industrial societies, aging populations and an increase in
dual-income households all fueled an international demand for service workers, primarily in
the health and care sector. Filipinos and, especially, Filipinas9 started to leave for the U.S.,
western Europe, Japan, and the growing economies of Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, and
Singapore to become construction workers, seamen, domestic helpers, entertainers, and
nurses (Battistella 1995; Go 1998; Lindquist 1993).
The two most significant trends in the history of Philippine overseas employment, both
related to changed demands on foreign labor markets, are thus, first, the geographical shift
from destinations predominantly in the Middle East to East Asia, the U.S., and Europe and,
second, the increasing feminization of the human outflows. As men and women comprise
“two distinct labour migration flows” (Parreñas 2001, 59), the overseas labor of the Filipino
population is significantly segmented by sex and occupation (Tyner 2002, 101). By itself, this
latter development is not typical for the Philippines; for the past few decades, women are on
the move in all parts of the world, drawn by the opportunities offered by globalization.10 The
rapid and strong feminization of the Philippine migration flows is however remarkable: from
a mere 12 percent share of the total deployment figure in 1975, women migrant workers
comprised 47 percent of the total in 1987 (Dizon-Añonuevo 2002, 18); in 2005, over 65
percent of the nearly 3,000 Filipinos that each day left the country were women (UNFPA
2006, 23).11 Many of these women are participants in what is known as the “global care
chain”: the worldwide farming out of child and elder care, where women from developing
countries leave their homes to care for others abroad, while alternately their relatives or
hired lower-income domestic workers manage these women’s own households. In fact, as I
will discuss in greater detail later in this chapter, Filipinas have taken in a prominent position in this international system of care giving, which is not only stratified by class but also
by ethnicity (UNFPA 2006, 25).12

9 The term “Filipina” (and its plural form Filipinas) is rather commonly used in the literature and by the
immigrants themselves. However, according to some, it has a negative connotation, which would result from a
perceived demeaning class and status associated with paid domestic labor, the sector in which many female
Filipino migrants are employed (Barber 2000, 400). I would like to stress that I consider and use the term
Filipina simply as the neutral, female counterpart of the male term Filipino (when I speak in general terms
about this population, I will use the male adjective).
10 See the special volume of International Migration Review (Donato et al. 2006) that focuses on the “feminization of migration.”
11 Of late, this feminization trend seems to be turning: in its 2007 annual report, the POEA mentions that the share of
women workers in the total deployment of new hires declined from 59.8 percent in 2006 to 46.6 percent (2007, 7).
12 In 2000 and 2004, Dutch television broadcast two documentaries about this phenomenon, specifically
within the Philippine context and tellingly entitled Keten van Liefde, Filippijnse moederliefde als handelswaar
(Chain of Love, Philippine mother-love as merchandise) and Mama Please Call Me (VPRO). Also worth mentioning is the study of Rhacel Parreñas (2001), Servants of Globalization, which recounts in poignant detail the
emotional costs paid by Filipina domestic workers in Rome and Los Angeles when they mother their employers’ children instead of their own, and which portrays the emerging transnational families as an artifact of
modern globalized labor movements.
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In addition to the many Filipinos who temporarily go abroad to work for a better future
for their families left behind, another conspicuous flow within the Philippine migration phenomenon is comprised of women who leave to marry a native man in the country of destination.13 Here too, the economic factor plays a part: though many of these unions are
undoubtedly contracted without ulterior motives, marriage has also been found to serve as a
means of entering western nations and raising an income for families in the Philippines (Beer
1996, in Van den Muijzenberg 2004; Clark 2004; Del Rosario 1994, in Van den Muijzenberg
2004). Between 1990 and 2000, 30 percent of the emigrants left the country as fiancées or
spouses of foreign nationals. Major countries of destinations for this outflow are the U.S.,
Japan, Australia, Germany, Canada, and the United Kingdom (Go 2004, 442, 457).
In all, Philippine international migration can be seen to largely be “patterned under the
role of the Philippines as an export-based economy in globalization; and it is embedded in
the specific historical phase of global restructuring” (Parreñas 2001, 11). Still, to more fully
understand the origins of the phenomenon, we need to look beyond this rather one-sided,
nearly exclusively economic, explanation. Even though the direct push for international
migration may mostly be economic, the reasons for migration are a confluence of economic,
political, social, and personal factors. Next to the dynamic interplay between the global
demand for labor and poor domestic economic conditions, the Philippine government
remains an important force “from above” in fueling and sustaining the outflow of its nationals. “From below,” cultural norms and social expectations also play a stimulating, perhaps
even decisive, part. These macro and grassroots institutions not only promote the outmigration but also account for the migrants’ enduring sense of belonging and the continuous
large flow of money and goods that they devotedly send “back home.” The following sections
elaborate on this complexly operating conjunction of explanatory factors, starting with the
forces from below.

4.2 Social networks and normative expectations: fueling migration from below
Time after time, the literature on Philippine migration stresses how, next to the economic
cause, social relations assume a paramount role in the migratory process (see, for instance,
Garcia-Dungo 2003; Lindquist 1993; Parreñas 2001; Ribas-Mateos and Oso 2005; Tacoli
1996, 1999; Tyner 2002; Tyner and Donaldson 1999; Valerio 2002). Over the past decades,
Filipinos—like other migrant groups—have built extensive border-crossing social networks,
which reduce the perceived and actual economic and social risks associated with migration
and so help to perpetuate the movement and sustain its momentum. Above all, family relations play a vital role in creating borderless links and support systems between Filipinos
abroad and at home. “Wherever we reside and no matter how harsh our own situation, we
hold on to our family and help each other in times of crisis; that is simply something in our
blood” or “that is just our Philippine culture”—with expressions like these, many of my
informants described the unasked assistance and protection, mutual dependence and
sharing, responsibility for the good of the whole family, and generosity and sacrifice within
the Filipino family as some kind of natural trait. Since assistance patterns within the family
are reciprocal and inherently carry a sense of obligation, networks of utang na loob (Tagalog
13 Many of these women find their overseas husbands through personal referral by already established relatives or
friends, or by mediation by match-making agencies, despite a Philippine law implemented in 1990 that prohibits
the matching of Filipina women for marriage to foreign nationals on commercial basis. Chapter 7 elaborates on this
particular business practice, which is commonly known as the “Mail Order Bride” (MOB) phenomenon.
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for “debt of gratitude”) are maintained across long distances. In fact, it is often precisely
because of this “social debt” that long distances are travelled in first place, as the overseas
labor of a member—or more accurately: the money earned overseas—is often meant to raise
the living standards of the family left behind (Butalid-Echaves 1999; Parreñas 2001; RibasMateos and Oso 2005; Tacoli 1996, 1999; Torres-d’Mello 2001; Tyner 2002; also noted by
Ercof [pers. comm., Phil-3]; POEA [pers. comm., Phil-1]; and other personal informants).
First, children are indebted for life to their parents for their sacrifice. As well, these reciprocal obligations are characteristic of the extended family. “Consanguineal responsibility”
(Parreñas 2001, 110) extends kinship networks beyond the nuclear family to embrace
uncles, aunts, cousins, nephews, nieces, grandparents, and even fictive kin obtained spiritually through the compadrazgo system of godparenting. Despite claims that migration is
causing a decline and disintegration of family values, the cultural value of pakikisama, or the
“sentiments of collectivism and mutual obligation among kin,” is still one of the basic premises of the Philippine family (ibid.,109)—moral fulfillment and family solidarity thus
greatly inform the migration decision-making process (Mulder 1997; Tyner 2002; also noted
by Pasali, pers. comm., Nl-2; Unlad Kabayan, pers. comm., Phil-1).
Notwithstanding these “generalized family exchange networks” (Peterson 1993), many
studies note that especially the individual migration of women is strongly influenced by
“collective considerations brought forward within the social network of the family, household, kin and community” (Gonzales 1998, 27). Above all, daughters, wives and mothers are
presumed to fulfill the familiar expectations regarding the repayment of the social debt or
other forms of support within the extended family (Barber 2000; Parreñas 2001; Cruz and
Paganoni 1989; Ribas-Mateos and Oso 2005; Tacoli 1996, 1999; Tyner 2002). Women’s
migration, internal and international, is found to often be part of a deliberate family strategy,
or at least to often also involve a more explicit family related goal than that of men (noted by
Bayanihan, pers. comm., Nl-2; DAWN, pers. comm., Phil-1; Kanlungan, pers. comm., Phil-1).
Expected to be more reliable in remitting money than sons or husbands, who are believed to
be “more prone to gambling, drinking and other vices rather than sacrificing for the good of
their families” (Valerio 2002, 34), women have become the preferred migrants. Indeed,
studies have shown that female migrants tend to remit larger proportions of their overseas
income than their male counterparts (Tacoli 1996, 1999; Opiniano 2005b; UNFPA 2006;
Valerio 2002). Accordingly, Filipinas abroad are repeatedly portrayed as the “sacrificial
lamb” (De Dios 1992, 47, in Tyner 2002, 108), “primary care-giver” (Medina 1991, 128, in
Tyner 2002, 108), “dutiful daughter” (Barber 2000; Tacoli 1999) and “altruistic mother”
(Tacoli 1996, 1999). Hence, while many of them leave their homes to care, as nurses, domestic workers, and nannies for others abroad, they also still have their own children and elders
to look after. Where usually relatives, or hired low-income domestic workers, manage the
daily affairs of their households “back home,” the migrant women from afar often become
the main breadwinners of the family, “cell phone mothers” (Dizon-Añonuevo 2002, 24) to
their offspring, and transnational wives to their spouses who stayed behind. Thus, even
though these days women more often migrate alone and are more autonomous compared to
the traditional perception of female migrants as the “trailing spouses moving to join their
male breadwinner” (Boyle 2002, 5), the decision to go abroad and the nature of their enduring relations with the origin region are strongly embedded within particular Filipino cultural
notions of femininity (Barber 2000). In this, the Catholic Church, with some 80 percent of the
Filipino population as faithful devotees, comprises a powerful force (Clark 2004, 368); its
patriarchal worldview dictates a great part of Filipino life and plays an undeniable part in
sustaining or even stimulating the extensive outflow of “dutiful daughters and altruistic moth-
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ers.” Scholars accordingly assert that “migration from the Philippines can be traced to certain
gender relations and ideologies” (ibid., 367) and show how gender is a “controlling factor” in
Philippine migration (Parreñas 2001, 61).
Whereas these gender patterned, and rather victimizing, notions of Filipino migration
obviously primarily pertain to labor migrants, scholars have argued that also women’s
migration for marriage, while generally fraught with greater ambiguity and controversy, is
often based on normative pressures and cultural ideas of femininity in the Philippines. Clark
for instance investigated the experiences of Filipina women who migrated to Australia for
the purpose of marriage, and found that these women made migration and marriage decisions as rather autonomous agents yet “in the process often succumbed to different gender
ideologies in the Philippines” (2004, 367). In Philippine society, it is not accepted to be a
woman alone; unmarried women in their 30s are ridiculed and marginalized as spinsters or
matandang dalaga (Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 154; also see Lauser 2008) and not being
married can lead to social ostracism. Discrimination against certain groups of women—
single mothers, older unmarried women, widows—drives women to arrange an overseas
marriage (UNFPA 2006, 23); their migration should thus at least to some extent be understood within the desire to fulfill the cultural constructions, strongly embedded within the
Catholic faith, of Filipino womanhood. My own fieldwork furthermore revealed that women
may also migrate to please relatives who pressured them to follow their steps of marrying a
native man and establishing a family on foreign shores, as this would be “the desired life.”
Such in fact bespeaks yet another discourse in which the migration-for-marriage phenomenon is to be seen: the dream that women may have of a Caucasian spouse and of the freer
and more comfortable life in a western nation (Yeoh and Huang 2000; also see Bulloch and
Fabinyi 2009; Lauser 2008). Thus, in effect, the seemingly paradoxical situation occurs that,
while Philippine female migration is embedded in and fueled by patriarchal norms that
prescribe certain gender roles, some of the women also migrate precisely to flee such limits
to their opportunities and freedom; in a way, their migration simultaneously reinscribes and
resists the power relations that subordinate them (Parreñas 2001). Chapter 8 goes into this
fascinating aspect of Philippine migration some more.
At the same time as the Filipinos’ orientation on “abroad,” as well as their successive enduring orientation on “back home,” is so greatly enforced and directed “from below” by cultural norms and expectations within the family and community, an increasingly expanded set of
institutions and actors operating in all sectors of society plays an important role “from above.”

4.3 From above: marketing Filipino-ness and extending the state
While in the past decades, sending countries in general have more vigorously sought to foster
out-migration and transnationalism (Kelly 2003; Leung 2004; Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo
2001), the Philippine government is widely recognized as a striking example of an intervening force in the global movements of its citizens. Though not uncontested, international
agencies repeatedly bring forward the Philippines’ migration policies as a case from which
other sending countries can derive fruitful lessons.14 Ever since the early seventies, when
then President Marcos started to actively sponsor overseas migration, the national govern14 For instance, both the International Organization for Migration (2005, 247 – 48) and the World Bank have
done so, the latter of which expressively entitled its Migration and Development Brief 6: “Managing Migration:
Lessons from the Philippines” (2008).

78

ment has played a central role in the massive outflow of its population. Though introduced
as a temporary measure to overcome domestic problems (David 1997; Lindquist 1993;
Tyner and Donaldson 1999), stimulation, regulation, and facilitation of the global movements and overseas lives of Filipinos—especially that of the temporary laborers—has
continued and, if anything, increased over time. In only a few decades, its so-called Philippine Overseas Employment Program has become highly institutionalized, comprising a
complex set of rules, stipulations, and agencies.15 While as of today government institutions
have assumed a more regulatory function and oversee issues of market promotion, agency
licensing, foreign employer accreditation and worker welfare provision, the front-line
activities of recruitment and deployment operate through the doors of private recruitment
agencies. In relatively little time, international migration has so become a highly lucrative
industry for specialized recruiters.16 Without doubt, this “intricate and flexible system of
government and private institutions” helps account for the phenomenal spatial and numerical expansion of Filipino emigration (Tyner 2002, 100).
Proactively exploring employment opportunities in overseas labor markets and for
years targeting the annual creation of one million job opportunities for its nationals (POEA
2004, 2007), government and private recruitment agencies have come to be regarded as the
primary participants in the “labor migration industry” (Tyner 2002, 99; also see Abella 1993;
Boyle 2002). Conjointly, they are largely responsible for the commercialization of the migration process (Boyle 2002, 534), and, according to critical parties, the “commodification”
(Aguilar 1996a, 7; also see Anderson 2001; Parreñas 2001) of human beings. Whereas the
government boasts about its “global excellence in governance” (POEA 2004, 3), civil society
groups and other critics blame the government for hypocrisy and short-sightedness. According to them, the government has basically engaged the country in a simple barter transaction: Filipino labor for foreign income. As a return immigrant said when I asked him what he
thought of the government’s attitude regarding the human outflow: “We are just walking
purses to them, in the end, they don’t care for the emotional heartbreaks we go through
when we leave our wives and children behind.” Considering its nationals as the most important export product of the country, the sending government would only be interested in
extracting from them the short term economic rewards of migration and neglect their
overseas well-being as well as the negative medium and long term effects of the human
outflow for the country of origin (Opiniano 2004b). Critics assert that the government, and
in its wake the army of private recruiters, actively “advocate the construction of its nationals
… as the objects of globalization” (Parreñas 2001, 54) by calculatingly disseminating one-

Republic Act 8042 (“Act to Institute the Policies of Overseas Employment and Establish a Higher Standard of
Protection and Promotion of the Welfare of Migrant Workers, their Families and Overseas Filipinos in
Distress, and for Other Purposes”, or the “Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Act of 1995” and popularly
called the “Magna Carta”), concretizes the specific tasks of government agencies, and provides the framework
for concerted government action in the implementation of policies and services of overseas employment. The
Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE) and its attached agencies, principally the Philippine Overseas
Employment Administration (POEA) and the Overseas Workers Welfare Administration (OWWA), are at the
forefront in addressing the labor and social welfare concerns of the Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs). The
POEA facilitates most of the workers’ pre-departure needs, and ensures that Filipinos are legitimately hired
and deployed by licensed recruitment agencies. The OWWA, formerly known as the Welfare Fund for Overseas Workers, promotes the welfare and well-being of OFWs, abroad as well as upon return. Next to DOLE,
also the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA) is an important actor in the international migration of Filipinos,
heading the Philippine embassies and consulates. Its attached agency, the Commission on Filipinos Overseas
(CFO), provides services (pre-departure and post-arrival orientation, counseling, and advocacy) specifically to
Filipinos who permanently (wish to) reside abroad.
16 September 2008, the POEA, responsible for licensing recruiters, maintained an online list of 3,249 recruitment agencies in the Philippines (www.poea.gov.ph/cgi-bin/agList.asp?mode=all).
15

79

sided, stereotypical images of the Filipino people to make it more attractive on the global
labor market (Estopace 2004; McKay 2004; Opiniano 2004b; also noted by Ercof, pers.
comm., Phil-3; Kanlungan, pers. comm., Phil-1).
Well-illustrating this point, the 2007 annual report of the POEA says on its front page:
“Celebrating 25 years of dedicated service to overseas Filipino workers, The World’s Number One!” (POEA 2007).
Figure 4.2 Cover of the POEA
2007 annual report

In more specific terms, another POEA brochure boasts:
Registered seamen possess certain minimum requirements ... But what truly makes a Filipino the
most dependable shipmate are certain inherent traits. He is adaptable and hard-working. The Filipino’s charm and friendliness makes for a harmonious relationship essential to the working situation on board. He is neat and disciplined. Reflective of household breeding, the Filipino is
particularly observant of clean surroundings and good grooming. Moreover, he keeps within set
rules and regulations … The Filipino’s proximity to the sea has made seafaring a part of life … It is
this oneness with the sea that stirs even the young to set sail without reluctance or trepidation.
(Taken from McKay 2004, 18)
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Undeniably, the Philippine government extols its population’s allegedly distinctive qualities
and stresses particular notions of “Filipino-ness” (McKay 2004, 7) to differentiate Filipinos
in the global labor market, align them with specific job requirements, and give them a
competitive edge over other job applicants. In its public representation of its subjects, the
Filipinos’ supposedly natural subservience, disciplined and caring attitude, and their great
adaptability to alien situations make them the ideal candidates for the overseas vacancies. In
addition to such ideological constructing of the Filipino laborers’ fitness, the government
usually also emphasizes their high educational level and excellent English proficiency, and
markets them as cheap labor abroad. An important part of this global promotion project is
the state’s support of an educational system that, as a critic writes, “effectively molds children to become future domestic workers and to take traditionally-assigned gender stereotyped roles” (Estopace 2004, 15).
It seems this strategy bears fruit. In any case, Filipinos have over time taken in several
rather well-defined segments in the global labor market, to the extent that there have developed several what Waldinger (1994) labeled “ethnic labor niches”: Filipinos have become so
strongly clustered in certain occupations that these niches themselves have become some
kind of group trait.17 The Filipino domination in the global maritime work force is one
example,18 another is the health sector: for years, the Philippines has been a primary source
country for nurses employed overseas and has continuously implemented new strategies to
ease nurse exportation.19 In fact, some researchers speak of an “overproduction of nurses” in
the Philippines to meet the global demand (Brush and Sochalski 2007, 37; also see Perrin et
al. 2007). A third widely known labor niche is the domestic work sector in which Filipinas
likewise take in a prominent position.20 Promoting its female citizens as naturally obedient,
hospitable, and caring women, the Philippine labor migration industry carefully hooks on to
the highly regarded conventions of femininity sought after by the aging populations and
increasing numbers of dual earners in the post-industrial economies. Hence, as Barber
claims, the Philippine government uses the Filipinas’ “culturally constituted identities” as a
kind of “marketing strategy for the buying and selling of Philippine women’s domestic skills”
(2000, 408). In addition to emphasizing their English proficiency and their catholic religiosity, these women allegedly possess all the qualities looked for in the curing and caring labor
segments, especially in the western nations. Indeed, studies conducted in various destination
countries have noted the excellent reputation of Filipina (domestic) workers and even
observed their higher social status compared to other immigrant populations (see for
instance Ogaya 2004; Parreñas 2001; Ribas-Mateos and Oso 2005; Tacoli 1996).
17 In fact, this global preference for Filipinos to do certain jobs is a source of embarrassment by middle-class
and elitist groups who believe the term Filipino has become a term for “an overworked maid in European and
Singaporean homes, an exploited prostitute or dancer in Japan, and an underpaid seaman in some Panamanianregistered boat” (David 1997). This view contrasts sharply with the widespread perception of labor migration
as a laudable or even heroic undertaking; apparently, the Filipinos’ personal sentiments regarding their
massive global dispersal oscillate between “national pride and transnational shame” (Aguilar 1996b).
18 According to the World Bank (2008), Filipinos comprise 30 percent of all sea-based workers in the world.
19 According to the United Nations, in 2003, some 85 percent of employed Filipino nurses were working
abroad (UNFPA 2006, 26; also see Ball 2004; Brush 2008; Brush and Sochalski 2007; Lorenzo et al. 2007;
Perrin et al. 2007).
20 Recently, IOM estimated that some 25 – 30 percent of all OFWs are female domestic helpers, maids, amah
(baby nurse), nannies, or caregivers (2005, 239). Accordingly, Filipina domestic workers comprise an often
studied group of female migrants, wherever in the world they reside. To mention a few studies: Parreñas
(2001), focusing on Filipina domestic workers in Los Angeles and Rome; Mozère (2005), focusing on Paris;
Ribas-Mateos and Oso (2005), focusing on Spain; Ogaya (2004), focusing on those in Singapore and Hong
Kong; and Barber (2000), focusing on Canada). Boyle (2002) describes in general the emergence of the
reproduction of reproductive tasks on the global level and lists a number of studies that specifically discuss
the Filipinas’ renowned role in this phenomenon.
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Tellingly, Filipinas have self-consciously nominated themselves “the Mercedes Benz”
among the domestic workers (Mozère 2005, 177; Parreñas 2001; Van den Muijzenberg 2004,
151). This self-ascribed tag straightforwardly indicates how these women conceive of themselves—at least present themselves: as a high quality product, and even an emblem of status
and wealth to the “owners,” i.e. their employers. As it thus seems, the women themselves also
take part in their commodification. Apparently, aside from constructing a particular understanding of Filipino-ness and spreading a certain image of the Filipino people to promote
their popularity among employers abroad, the Philippine government’s gender and “national
and ethnic boundary work” (McKay 2004) has a counterpart in the self-perception of this
population. In fact, it has been argued that the government’s ultimate goal of these ethnicized
and gendered identity politics is to instill or foster a mind-set among its overseas nationals
which it believes to be favorable to the country. Subservience, discipline, a helpful and
sensitive attitude, and a great sense of responsibility work well in the global hiring process
and so promote the outflow of laborers – yet they also, or likely first and foremost, (intend
to) promote a flow back to the country of origin. Put differently, the Philippine government’s
strategy not only targets external actors in the global labor market in order to reproduce and
maintain the niche in the export of (wo)manpower, it also targets its own diaspora to reinforce their belonging and loyalty to the state. Emphasizing traditional Filipino family values,
stressing sacrifice, delayed gratification, and the ability to cope without complaint with
whatever alien or difficult situation, are part of a subtle yet deliberate sanctification of the
courage of the overseas nationals. Allegedly not so much to encourage the return of these
members themselves as to attract their wealth in the form of foreign direct investments and
remittances (Kelly 2003), the Philippine government provides a prime instance of constructing “long distance nationalism,” which McKay accurately defines as “a nation-building
project extending beyond national territorial boundaries that includes both nationalism as a
discourse of belonging, and nationalism reflected in explicit state action” (2004, 14).

Extending the state: redefining citizenship and facilitating belonging
While countless Filipino novels, songs, poems, and movies sing the heroic deeds of the
overseas compatriots, also the Philippine state deliberately taps into particular cultural
understandings of heroism as a strategy to retain its scattered nationals’ ethnic and cultural
affinity and solidarity. Its nomination of the overseas Filipinos as Bagong Bayani, or “modern
day heroes” (an iconography which was first used by Cory Aquino in 1988 to celebrate
Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong, and which since then has gained wide currency
[Gutierrez 2007, 394; also see Go 2002, McKay 2004]) could not be more expressive. As
Rafael argues (1997, 211, in McKay 2004, 23), this term derives its power and cultural
meaning from the suffering and martyrdom of the “first Filipino” and nationalist hero, Jose
Rizal, at the hands of Spanish colonizers: “The potency of Rizal’s heroic legacy draws from
his connection to the narrative of Christ’s Pasyon, with both figures at once pathetic and
prophetic … forced to undergo humiliation at the hands of alien forces”—similar to the
contemporary Filipino migrants’ alleged great ability to sacrifice and suffer for the nation.
Though, as noted, scholars have observed different perceptions regarding those who leave
temporarily for overseas jobs and those who leave to build a new life outside the fatherland,
the Philippine government routinely describes the departure from the native soil as a truly
patriotic act. Never do its speeches or reporting fail to include some rather turgid statements
to portray the overseas nationals as the nation’s ‘new heroes’ who endure the pains of
separation from their homes in order to reap precious foreign exchange for a better life to
their kin and help rescue the ailing Philippine economy. In addition, recurrent tributes on
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events like Migrant’s Day, Month of the Overseas Filipinos, and a range of Presidential
Awards serve to “recognize the finest manifestations of Filipino generosity and excellence in
work” and honor the remote nationals (CFO 2005).
Alongside such ideological tactics, the Philippine state has taken steps in legislating
rights and prescribing legal duties to Filipinos/as working and living abroad. Ever since the
start of the state-led out-migration early 1970s, Philippine governments have implemented a
comprehensive variety of policy measures and regulations that stimulated or even obliged
the emigrants to translate their belonging to the country of birth into concrete action. Traditionally, most attention has gone to the migrants’ private money transfers “back home,” with
mandatory remittance requirements imposed on the overseas Filipino workers (Szanton
Blanc 1996; World Bank 2006). Recently, the focus has shifted from merely magnifying these
remittances to promoting their more sustainable use (CFO, pers. comm., Phil-3; OWWA, pers.
comm., Phil-3; POEA, pers. comm., Phil-1). Information campaigns, training programs to
enhance the competence of would-be entrepreneurs, loan and service facilities, an Investment and Business Guide for Overseas Filipinos developed by the CFO, and other provisions
aim to stimulate productive investments by the overseas nationals, and signify how the
government seeks to transform Overseas Filipino Workers into Overseas Filipino Investors
(CFO 2006, 12). In addition, the Philippine state has of late passed several laws that facilitate
investing in the Philippines from abroad. These laws, among others the Foreign Investment
Act and the Retail Trade Liberalization Act, include right to land ownership, tax exemptions,
retirement benefits, and equal investment rights (ibid.). Most telling of the (re)incorporation
or “long-distance nation building” efforts of the Philippine government, in 2003, it passed
the Dual Citizenship Law, which makes it possible for migrated Filipinos to retain their
Filipino nationality or even reacquire it upon naturalization. As this law restored their full
civil, economic, and political rights under the existing Philippine laws, it is believed to
remove major obstacles which until then had prevented overseas Filipinos from buying
property, investing, saving, and engaging in other productive undertakings beneficial to the
Philippine economy. In addition, in the same year, overseas Filipinos were granted the socalled Absentee Voting right, allowing them to take part in the national elections (though still
under a limiting set of requirements).21 Thus, Philippine authorities in various ways follow
the Filipino emigrants and contract workers into their countries of settlement and industriously intervene to define the overseas nationals as an abiding and vital part of the Philippine state and nation. The government, along with other actors in the migration industry22,
combine “enforceable state policies with more subtle discourses of Filipino-ness” (McKay
2004, 24) as they promote externally and regulate internally the work of nation-building
from afar. Despite their geographical distance, Filipino citizens are continuously reminded of
their national responsibilities and are both voluntarily and “forcibly incorporated into a new
symbolic national space” (Anderson 1983).

21 The signing and implementation of this law was preceded by 15 years of struggle by the migrants. Though
the right for overseas voting in national elections was already granted in the Philippine Constitution of 1986,
only in 2003 did the persistent and strong lobbying by civil society and churches succeed (Javellana-Santos
2003). Tellingly, the activists used as an important weapon in the fight the migrants’ overseas earnings, calling
upon the overseas Filipinos to stop remitting through official channels if the government did not give in to
their demands for more political control.
22 In addition to its longstanding “symbiotic relationship” with private recruitment agencies (Tyner 2002,
100), in the past years, the Philippine government has started to cooperate more closely also with the civil
sector, especially in the fields of reintegration and more productive use of migrant resources. For some
examples of these recently emerging collaborative activities, see Bagasao 2003b; Dizon-Añonuevo & Añonuevo
2002a; Maas 2003, 2007; Montañez 2003; Opiniano 2002.
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In sum, worldwide processes as well as the Philippines’ poor domestic economic performance and extensive set of institutional arrangements together provide the necessary
conditions in which the global dispersal of the Filipino nation is to be understood. By some
considered a model of state controlled and supervised migration (IOM 2005; World Bank
2006), the Philippines particularly shows how migration processes are embedded in a
structural setting shaped by public policy and must thus not be analyzed at the individual
level alone—although, ultimately and emphatically, the decision to migrate is for the individual to make. Moreover, while the Philippines’ particular migration policies, recruitment
mechanisms, citizenship rights, and cultural norms are important variables in “‘bounding’
the migration experiences” (Tyner 2002, 111), at the other end of the migration spectrum, in
the (potential) destination countries, the same set of factors play their own bounding role.
The chapter now turns to one such other end: the Netherlands.

4.4 Filipino migration to and settlement in the Netherlands
Filipinos in the Netherlands comprise a rather unnoticed population. Not being formally
recognized as a minority group in the Netherlands, they are not a specific target of the Dutch
allochtonenbeleid (Dutch term for policy on the entrance and integration of foreigners) and
have to rely on general policies towards immigrants. As such, they have barely elicited
specific political attention; similarly, they have largely been disregarded by academic researchers and the general public. On the one hand, this may be attributed to their relative
insignificance in numerical terms. For long, their number was too small to warrant separate
mention and official statistics therefore subsumed them under “Asian nationalities” (Van den
Muijzenberg 2003, 353); it is only since the mid-1990s that Filipinos have been included as a
separate group and more detailed, quantitative information can be obtained from the Dutch
Central Bureau of Statistics. On the other hand, the lack of interest in this immigrant group
likely results from their unobtrusiveness and what is presumed to be their smooth integration
into society. As the Dutch sociologist Van den Muijzenberg argues: “Filipinos, or rather Filipinas, may be said to be relatively invisible in Dutch society. Many of them have assimilated into
Dutch life and speak Dutch.… Seldom do they hit the headlines” (2003, 354 – 355).
Van den Muijzenberg’s claim elicits two comments. First, during the fieldwork I experienced how most Filipinos I personally was in contact with did not speak Dutch very well; in
fact, in most meetings we spoke English, even when the immigrants had lived in the Netherlands for a considerable period of time. As various informants and community sources
explained, the level to which Filipino immigrants have picked up the Dutch language is, aside
from personal factors, also directly related to their migration context: in general, those who
came here in the early sixties did not feel the urgency to learn the language as they did not
expect to stay in the country (Stichting Bayanihan 2003; Butalid-Echaves 1999; Padilla 1998,
2007; Palpallatoc 1997; own fieldwork). Besides, these women were not obliged to learn the
language. More generally, before the 1990s, immigrants had less opportunity to learn the
language intensively; it is only rather recently that language acquisition has become central
in integration policies. In fact, nowadays it is a formal requirement to have at least a basic
level of speaking skills before entrance into the country is allowed, and the correspondingly
expanded and improved means to acquire these skills undoubtedly contribute to, generally,
more and better command of the Dutch language among recent newcomers.
Second, Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands have in the past few years received
quite some emphatic public and political attention. Specifically, the deceptive recruitment
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and maltreatment of a small group of Filipina nurses has been covered in the media.23
Filipina au pairs have also repeatedly been in the spotlight, mostly on account of doubtful
reception and treatment by recruitment agencies and Dutch host families.24 Trafficked
women, abused brides of native men, and exploited domestic workers have from time to
time been in the news too, albeit to a lesser extent (Padilla 2007). In all, whenever Dutch
media has reported about Filipinos, it has usually depicted them, the women in particular, in
gender-traditional roles, helping to create a partial image of this population among the
general public. A widely read national newspaper illustratively wrote: “…over 70 per cent of
these [Filipina] women [in the Netherlands] are married to a Dutchman. The rest work in the
sex industry, as an au pair or as a nurse” (Groen 2002)—quite openly suggesting that Filipinas married to a native man do not, or cannot, work; and that if they do work, only the three
mentioned occupations are open to them (note also the sensationalizing ordering of these).
Overlooking the instances of public exposure of Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands, the
stories are generally “rather paternalistic” (Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 145), often written
with a shade of pity or compassion. Filipinas in the Netherlands are thus mostly be “portrayed as victims instead of determined and strong women trying to build a better life”
(Padilla 2007, 220). On the whole though, this population is not associated with a severely
marginalized or “problem group” and has not featured in the news as often or as prominently as some other immigrant groups whose integration into Dutch society is considered more
problematic, such as that of the Moroccan youth.
Accordingly, in the past decades, only a few academic studies have been conducted with
a specific focus on the Filipino population in this country.25 While these do offer insight into
the Filipinos’ varied backgrounds and lived experiences in the Netherlands, all in all, little is
known about their way of life (Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 140). Within this context of a
distorted media representation and lack of secondary sources on the Filipino immigrant
group (Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart 2005, 251), inside information from the
community itself becomes the more valuable. The community sources on which the present
study greatly relies (websites and publications of Filipino self-help organizations, personal
attendance of events and gatherings, and, first and foremost, formal interviews and casual
conversations with Filipino immigrants) illustrate the limited explanatory power of the
generic Filipino label as “a homogenizing national identifier and predictor of the migrants’

23 The entire period in which this tragic story played, from mid-2000 to late-2005, De Volkskrant, a major
national newspaper, closely followed the developments and several times covered the latest events on its
front page. NOVA, a daily newscast on Dutch television, also spent a broadcast on the subject, tellingly featured
as “modern slavery” (October 20, 2005).
24 According to Muijzenberg (2003), this was specifically the case in the first half of the 1990s, after which
media attention would have faded away. However, attention for the au pair system once again seemed to have
increased after 2000. The alleged improper use of the arrangement repeatedly resulted in debates in the
Lower House. In this, the nationwide Filipina women’s organization Bayanihan played an important role
(Oosterbeek-Latoza 2007). This organization conducted its own research on the situation of au pairs in the
Netherlands (Stichting Bayanihan 1994), brought—in cooperation with the Dutch Trade Union Federation—
to court several abuse cases in 1999 and 2000, and commissioned research by Tilburg University (Reede
2002). The results of the latter compelled the Dutch Ministry of Justice to carry out its own research
(Miedema, Post, and Woldringh 2003). Chapter 7 analyzes the au pair system and its abuse by host families
and recruitment agencies.
25 To my knowledge, these studies are that of Del Rosario (1994, in Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 142) who
studied the Mail Order Bride phenomenon in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands; Arcinas’ study (1993,
in Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 146) which focused on Filipino entertainers; Gonzales (1998) who in detail
recounted the life histories and identity negotiations of four Filipina women in the Netherlands, and Fernandez (1997) who wrote his master’s thesis on the associational life of Filipinos. Muijzenberg is one of the most
prominent Dutch scholars whose work specifically includes the Dutch-Philippine connections and Filipinos in
the Netherlands (2001, 2003, 2004).
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performance” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 14) and draw attention to so far usually neglected
issues and circumstances.

Filipino flows and modes of coming to the Netherlands
Since the early 1960s, the Netherlands has been a destination for an increasingly diverse
group of immigrants. Though still small compared to other immigrant groups in the Netherlands, the Filipino community is a steadily growing one, as the result of personal networks
that sustain and fortify the in-migration but more recently even more so of natural increase
(Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 150). Between 1996 (the first year of separate mention in the
official figures) and 2008, the total number of Filipinos increased from 7,738 to 14,517; of
this latter total, 9,120 (62.8 percent) comprised first-generation immigrants (see table 4.1).
Undoubtedly though, the official figures understate the actual number of Filipinos in the
Netherlands as they exclude those without legal residence permits. The Philippine government estimated the number of undocumented Filipinos in this country at the end of 2007 to
be 2,000 (CFO 2008)26; Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart mention a figure of 3,000
(2005, 251). Speculations by the community itself are considerably higher, running up to “at
least some 5,000 fellows” who are undocumented.27 Moreover, since most Filipinas married
to a native Dutch have assumed their husbands’ names and dropped their original nationality (Van den Muijzenberg 2003, 354), their Philippine origin is not easy to trace anymore,
further distorting the official statistics.
Compared to other immigrant populations in the Netherlands, the most eye-catching
characteristic of the Philippine group is its heavy female dominance: in 2008, 67.4 percent of
the entire Filipino population was women; of the first generation, they made up an even
larger share: 78.9 percent (see table 4.1).
Table 4.1

Filipinos in the Netherlands, 2008

Men
Women
Total

1st generation
1,924 (21.1%)a
7,196 (78.9%)a
9,120 (62.8%)b

2nd generation
2,814 (52.1%)a
2,583 (47.9%)a
5,397 (37.2%)b

Total
4,738 (32.6%)a
9,779 (67.4%)a
14,517(100%)

Source: Data from CBS Statline 2008.
a

Percentages are over the column total.

b Percentage is over the row total.

This sex imbalance can be linked to the gender-stereotypical occupations that have attracted
women in particular to come to the Netherlands (Van den Muijzenberg 2003, 354). Aside
from its predominance in particular sectors of the labor market, the Filipino population has
emerged through and is characterized by a considerable number of intercultural marriages28
and relationships with Dutchmen (see table 4.2).
26 This source also mentions a much larger total number of 19,162 Filipinos in the Netherlands (of which,
aside from the 2,000 irregular residents, 14,139 would have taken up permanent and 3,023 temporary
residence) (CFO 2008).
27 The Filipino-oriented foundation Bayanihan estimated, on the basis of its own research, that mid-2006
there were at least some 17,000 to 19,000 Filipinos in the Netherlands (when official data mentioned a
number of 13,499 Filipinos), including those without papers, land-based seafarers and offshore workers
(Padilla 2007, 205).
28 I prefer to use the terms “intercultural” or “bicultural” marriage instead of other terms that have been used
to denote these particular matrimonies, such as international, bi-national, or mixed marriages. Notwithstanding the problems associated with the definition of culture, intercultural/bicultural is deemed most appropri-
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Table 4.2

Household composition of first-generation Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands, 2006
1,554
Married couples
2,837
72
337

One person households
More person households
Filipina woman, Dutch man
Filipino man, Dutch woman
Filipino man, Filipina woman

Unmarried couples
644
82
91

Source: Data from CBS Statline 2007.

Dutch-bound migration of Filipinos started in the early 1960s with the recruitment of
medical workers and seamstresses, both flows tightly supervised by Catholic institutions
(Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 144). Up until the 1970s, several hundreds of these labor
migrants came to the Netherlands; the nurses and midwives mostly resided in the west of
the country, and the seamstresses in the east. During this first decade, the Netherlands was
not considered a priority or a final destination by the Filipinas. Despite their temporary
contracts that stipulated their return to the Philippines, many of the women recruited in
these first waves, especially those in the care sector, used their entrance to the Dutch labor
market as a first step after which they moved on to other western countries, like the United
States, Canada, and the United Kingdom; few went back to the Philippines. Still a considerable number extended their stay through contract renewal and/or marriage (Taguba n.n.; Van
den Muijzenberg 2003, 2004).
When the Netherlands, like other northwestern European countries, stopped the recruitment of medical workers and seamstresses in the early 1970s and migration policies
became more restrictive (Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 144 – 45), the au pair arrangement
and, even more so, marriage became increasingly popular ways to enter the country, either
through personal referral by already established friends or relatives or by business mediation.29 Though there are no hard figures, according to Van den Muijzenberg, the so-called
Mail Order Bride phenomenon did not reach the same level here as in the neighboring
countries Germany, Belgium, and the United Kingdom (ibid., 141). Still, match-making
through pen pal clubs and profit-oriented dating agencies have undoubtedly contributed to
the increase in intercultural marriages over the past 20 years (Fernandez 1997; Padilla
1998, 2007; Palpallatoc 1997). Late 1990s, Flores and Valenzuela wrote in the Munting
Nayon (1999, 54 – 55):
In the Philippines, some young people who corresponded with foreigners as a hobby ended marrying their pen-pals and so by word of mouth, pen-pal gained popularity. Koos van der Kaaij and
his wife Conchita Talaga thus got the idea to establish the first match-making club in the early 80s
which they named Conchita Pen-Pal Club. It is common knowledge that many inter-marriages between Dutch and Filipinas were the result of Conchita Pen-Pal. Although van der Kaaij did not continue with their club after the death of his wife, other match-making clubs began to appear. It
would seem that there is now a rising trend to go to a match-making club in looking for a partner,
despite a Philippine law against soliciting Filipina partners via ‘Pen Pal Clubs’ imposed during the
Aquino times.

ate because of the emphasis on the meeting of two cultures; international/bi-national, conversely, may have a
too strong inflection upon nationalism, while the term mixed marriages has also been used in reference to
inter-religious marriages.
29 Using data from the Dutch government, the knowledge centre E-Quality mentions that in 2008 15,000 people
from around 160 countries came to the Netherlands with a visa for family formation or reunion; with a share in
this of 2.2 percent, the Philippines ranked twelfth amongst the most important origin countries (E-Quality 2009).
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Reasonably, as the internet in the past decade has become more widely available, an increasing number of these bicultural couples have found each other in cyberspace—on their own
accord or through business mediation.30
Also mediation between young Filipinas aspiring to leave their native soil and Dutch
households needing extra help has been discovered as a market niche in the Netherlands and
has contributed to the growth of this ethnic community. Known as the au pair arrangement,
young Filipina (or other foreign) women (or, possibly though not usually, young men) are
temporarily lodged within a host family and receive, in exchange for light domestic work,
some pocket money and the opportunity to take a language course and be exposed to another culture.31 Throughout the 1980s and 90s, various specialized recruitment agencies
emerged, mostly run by Filipinas or Dutchmen married to a Filipina (Luijendijk 1995; Sniders-Japitana 1997). As chapter 8 will show in greater detail, to promote this specific inflow
of Filipina women, these “creative entrepreneurs” (Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 145) have
used the same ascribed personal traits and stereotypical images of Filipinas that also explain
their global attractiveness as domestic workers. Since the arrival of the first Filipina au pair
in the Netherlands in 1991, this particular migration stream has become unstoppable,
although in the last few years it does seem to slow down.32 According to a recent estimate by
Stichting (foundation) Bayanihan, which provides assistance to Filipinas in the Netherlands
and in particular fights for protection of au pairs, the number of Filipina au pairs who over
the years have come to the country lies somewhere around 2000 (pers. comm., Nl-6).33
Assertions of various key informants within the community and the personal stories of some
entrepreneurs included in the present study indicate it is not unusual that au pairs do not
return to the country of origin, but stay in the Netherlands upon engaging to marry a native
man (own fieldwork; also see Fernandez 1997; Kohlmann 2003).
The latest more conspicuous “wave” of Filipino immigrants was that of a few dozen
nurses early 2000, urged by newly emerged labor shortages in the Dutch health sector. This
inflow exhibited problems; fierce political debates on the ethics of hiring overseas workers, a
long list of accusations of fraud and maltreatment of the nurses by the main recruiter,
subsequent prosecution of the agency and in the end its bankruptcy, resulted in a failure of
this project and a miserable experience for the women involved. Chapter 8, which discusses
various types of migration mediators, elaborates some more on the problematic recruitment
of Filipina nurses.

The way in which several women I spoke with recounted how they had met their Dutch spouse, somewhat
shy or even with a shade of embarrassment, suggests however that there still is some kind of taboo on this
means of finding a partner, or, also highly likely, more generally on their migration for marriage with a native
man. Chapter 7 will deal with this issue in more depth.
31 Hence, this flow must be seen as a particular type of migration: au pairs neither belong to the group of
foreign students nor to the group of temporary labor migrants (of whom obviously particularly the domestic
workers would seem to fit their description closest), but have features of both.
32 According to Oosterbeek-Latoza (2007), founder of Bayanihan Foundation and for years deeply involved in
advocacy for au pairs in the Netherlands, there were around 700 arrivals of Filipina au pairs estimated in
1993 to 1995. Since 2000, this number has decreased, probably a consequence of the embargo by the Philippine government on the au pair program in 1998. In 2002, the figure would be around 100, which however
does not include the undocumented au pairs, whom likely constitute a considerable group (Spaan, Naerssen,
and Tillaart 2005, 251). According to the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS Statline 2009), between 1995 and
2007 in total 1,530 Filipinos officially entered the Netherlands as an au pair or trainee.
33 See annex 1b for an overview of empirical sources of insight (and the fieldwork period in which I addressed
these) other than the Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs (and their home country counterparts) I spoke with
(listed in annex 1a).
30
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Finally, throughout the decades, the Netherlands has also been a destination for Filipino
entertainers and performers in dance and music,34 political exiles, students, seafarers and
offshore workers, and Filipina wives of returning Dutch missionaries and volunteers. The
group of political refugees—members and supporters of the National Democratic Front
(NDF)—arrived during the Marcos martial law regime (1972 – 1986); this group consists of
approximately 100 families (Spaan, Naerssen, and Tillaart 2005, 251) living in or near the
city of Utrecht, where also the office in exile of the NDF is located. While the presence of this
particular group is peculiar to the Netherlands (Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 146), students
and seafarers form qua number a more sizeable group. Over the years, more than 2,000
Filipinos obtained scholarships for postgraduate study (Van den Muijzenberg 2003, 359),
while today some 300 Filipino seafarers pass by the port of Rotterdam each day and another
300 offshore workers work in oil rigs and on gas production platforms (Padilla 2007, 210)35.
Again, though hard data is lacking, community sources indicate that part of the students and
seafarers took up permanent residence in the Netherlands after their temporary visa expired, either because of marriage or work opportunities (Padilla 2007; Palpallatoc 1997;
own fieldwork).

The social factor
Thus, over the past decades, Filipinos have come to the Netherlands for various reasons and
through a variety of strategies. Their inflow comprises a mix of temporary and permanent
immigrants, yet with a large “grey area” as their entrance documents do not always reflect
their true plans. Fieldwork showed it to be a barely masked given within the community that
a considerable number enter on tourist or working visa yet with the hope or intention of
acquiring permanent residence, often after engaging in a relationship with a fellow countryman or a Dutchman. The story of Rhea36, who arrived in the Netherlands in the late 1960s
in one of the first batches of nurses, shows how migration intentions may be provisional; it
also illustrates the important role of personal networks in triggering Philippine migration to
the Netherlands. Though her entry papers allowed her to stay for only three years, today she
still works in the same hospital where she started her medical work several decades ago.
While Rhea came to the country “for the experience” and to earn some money with which
she wanted to establish a small business upon her return to the Philippines, not so long after
her arrival she fell in love with her current Dutch husband. This changed her whole life.
Wishing to start a family with him in the Netherlands, she asked for a prolongation of her
labor contract—which she was granted. Even though she worked together with other Filipina women, after some time she however started to yearn for some of “her own blood”
nearby and soon arranged a job for her sister Nimfa in the same hospital where she herself

Philippine Sociologist Fe Arcinas studied the circuit of nightclub musicians and dancers who used the
Netherlands as an entry-point for their European tours, after which they went on to other parts of the world
or returned to the Philippines (1993, in Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 146). Yet, like one of the entrepreneurs
included in the present study, some of these artists are known to have settled permanently in the Netherlands,
mostly by marrying a native Dutchman.
35 Van den Muijzenberg (2003, 358) mentions a number of around 3000 Filipino seamen and 300 officers
working on vessels belonging to Dutch companies, in some cases with a purely Filipino crew.
36 I did not personally meet this woman. However, her story was elaborated on by her two sisters, Felicia and
Nimfa, who both operate business in the Netherlands and were part of the main empirical body of this study
(in annex 1a, which lists the primary informants—the entrepreneurs—and, possibly, their home country
counterparts, they are referred to as cases no. 23 and 24 respectively).
34
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was employed. When Rhea became pregnant for the first time, she invited another sister,
Felicia, to come over and help her with the household chores. Both Nimfa and Felicia saw
their sister’s appeal as a good opportunity for adventure and a learning experience. Yet
instead of returning to the Philippines as they initially had planned, they too stayed and
settled down in the Netherlands; and after them, enthused by the stories of their overseas
family members, three brothers and one sister more joined them, each of them now having a
family of their own—and each of them initiating the migration of other relatives or close
friends. “We are with 72 now”, Nimfa explains, and with pride in her voice: “We are really a
clique. We are the Rodero-clan.”
Like Rhea, more of those first temporary labor migrants who became permanent residents subsequently led to more migration. After the initial recruitment in the early 1960s, by
religious institutions, private agencies, and government arrangements, subsequent Filipino
inflows have largely been induced and sustained by the help of already established relatives
and friends—either in legal ways, by arranging work permits or contracting “instrumental
marriages” for the aspiring migrants, or in (semi-)illegal manner, for instance by “employing” them as domestic workers or nannies in the own household or by “faking a dependency
relationship to promote ‘family reunion’” (Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 150). On the one
hand, this can be seen as part of the culturally defined duty to help relatives who desire to
also leave the country. On the other hand, this strategy also serves the self-interest of the
established immigrants as the arrival and nearby settlement of compatriots builds up their
own network of support. As with other destination countries, subsequent to the initial labor
flows, chain migration has thus become an important motor of Filipino migration to the
Netherlands, contributing to some spatial concentrations in the west of the country, especially in the major cities like Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht, and some other big
towns and municipalities (see figure 4.3).37

Figure 4.3 Regional distribution of Filipinos
in the Netherlands, 2008
(source: CBS Statline 2008)

37 Of the 14,517 Filipinos living in the Netherlands in January 2008, 9,139 (62.9 percent) lived in the west of
the country; 2,522 (17.4 percent) in the east; 2,005 (13.8 percent) in the south; and only 851 (5.9 percent) in
the north (CBS Statline 2008).
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The city of Hoofddorp, in the Randstad urban area, is an example of these bounded submigration systems in which people from the same origin region end up in the same destination area; the relatively strong geographical clustering of Filipinos here is said to have been
started by the first midwives who came to the Netherlands and subsequently petitioned for
their family members in the Philippine region of Batangas (Flores and Valenzuela 1999, 59).
While these spatial biases do not seem to have resulted in replicas of origin communities,
such as has been observed in other destination countries,38 they do seem to have initiated, as
I will explicate later in this chapter, the establishment of localized groupings with their own,
rather exclusive, membership and culture.
Besides these migration flows based on pre-existing ties, over the years a growing
share of Filipinas have come in more autonomous ways, often to marry a Dutchman. Matchmaking by marriage agencies and internet offer the overseas women an increasingly important means to meet their future spouses independently and outside their own kinship/social
networks. More than once, women I spoke with emphasized how they, after some time of
chatting and phoning, had joined with their Dutch husbands without knowing any other
compatriot in the country. Unlike those who followed the footsteps of family members or
friends, these brides and fiancées usually live more dispersed across the country as they
moved in with their husbands who are more often settled in smaller towns or rural areas
outside the urban centers of the west (Alfafara 1996; Padilla 1998, 2007; Fernandez 1997).
In sum, the present-day Dutch-based Filipino community is the product of the interaction of demand-driven and regulated migration, changing migration regimes, and the creativity of established immigrants to get around the entrance regulations. Despite the fact that
Philippine migration to the Netherlands started with contractual labor arrangements, this
country never became a prominent site for deployment of Filipino workers. Notwithstanding
that for many of the immigrants economic rationales may play some role in their decision to
come here, their migration seems more strongly driven by the ‘social element.’ Over the
years, family networks and (intercultural) marriages have become increasingly more important in sustaining the human inflow, as well as in facilitating permanent settlement. As table
4.3 shows, between 1995 and 2007, over half of all Filipino immigrants came here within the
framework of family migration. For both the female and male immigrants, this comprised the
number one reason for entering the country, with, by a distant margin, for the women au
pair work and apprenticeships and labor the next most important migration motives and for
the men labor and study:

In some countries, this directional bias of movers from a particular place of origin is said to have even
caused the emergence of daughter communities in the destination country (Valerio 2002, 33). Cases are
known of neighborhoods in the Philippines that have clans with 300 members living in one particular overseas location (Dizon-Añonuevo 2002, 20).
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Table 4.3 Migration motives of Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands, 1995 – 2007 (%)
Migration motive
Family migration
Au pair/apprenticeship
Labor
Study
Remaindera
Asylum

Of total
(N = 7,596)
58
20
8
8
5
<1

Of women
(n = 6,079)
62
24
5
5
4
>1

Of men
(n = 1,517)
44
3
24
16
12
>1

Source: Data from CBS Statline 2009.
a Meaning: any other motive than mentioned, e.g. economic non-active people and those who came for medical

treatment.

For a more nuanced and telling picture of Filipino migration to the Netherlands, we must use
somewhat less recent data, covering the period 1995 to 2003; these break down the category
of family migration into family formation, family reunion, and follow migration (see table 4.4).
Table 4.4

Migration motives of Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands, 1995 – 2003 (%)

Migration motive
Family formation
Remaindera
Family reunion
Labor
Study
Follow migrationb
Asylum

Of women
(n = 4,206)
50
22
16
4
5
2
1

Of total
(N = 5,281)
43
20
19
8
7
2
1

Of men
(n = 1,075)
14
11
30
25
15
3
1

Source: Data from CBS Statline 2005.
a Meaning: apprentices,
b

au pairs, economic non-active people, and those who came for medical treatment.
Meaning: family members who follow their migrated relative within the same year.

In this period, nearly half of all Filipino immigrants entered the Netherlands to establish a
family; almost a fifth came to reunite with their spouses. Notably, whereas family formation
was the most important reason for women, for the men family reunification, most likely with
their Filipina wives, was the most important migration motive, making them the so-called
“trailing spouses” (Boyle 2002, 535) generally taken to be women. This underscores the
rather particular migration features of this population in the Netherlands.
Still, even though family migration remains the dominant migration mode, the Filipino
immigrant group in the Netherlands is characterized by a unique mix of incorporation
trajectories, resulting in a community characterized by internal contrasts. The following
section argues how this also shows in the development and nature of Filipinos’ community
life and bears upon their identity reconstruction.
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4.5 Making home in the Netherlands
Have you ever read about us in the newspapers? Or seen something on the television news? No! And
you know why? That is because we Filipinos, we get along with everybody. We adjust to whatever
place we are. Everywhere we can make home. We are no troublemakers, we are easy going people.
And if there are any problems, then we solve them on our own. (Statement of a participant in the Europe-wide Migrant Consultation, Nl-4)

Filipinos in the Netherlands have, as indicated, from time to time been the subject of media
coverage. Despite this, Filipino immigrants I spoke with repeatedly made statements like the
one quoted above regarding their adaptation to the Netherlands. Next to their (self-ascribed)
adaptability to unfamiliar circumstances and “ability to go along without complaint” (McKay
2004, 26), studies on Filipino migration also refer to their selected labor recruitment prior to
their migration, usually high educational level and English proficiency, and, especially relevant in the European economies, Catholic belief as explanations for the generally silent
absorption of Filipinos in their adopted countries of residence.39 So too with regard to the
Netherlands (Palpallatoc 1997; Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart 2005; Van den
Muijzenberg 2003, 2004); here, also the many marriages between Filipina women and
Dutchmen are advanced as a reason for their generally unobtrusive existence and therefore
allegedly unproblematic integration into the receiving nation (Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van
den Tillaart 2005, 256), based on the assumption that these women are more directly and
deeply embedded in the new environment than those who have migrated within the confines of the own ethnic network. As these women are likely pressed more strongly to learn
the native language, are directly confronted with the new customs and will probably more
often be in the company of Dutch(wo)men, their integration would be expedited naturally—
or by necessity.
At the same time, the Dutch government has in recent years increasingly implemented
more restrictive migration policies. Aside from the stricter rules that apply to all newcomers,
in March 2006 the government stipulated that foreign nationals wishing to form a family
with a Dutch(wo)man or wishing to be reunited with family members already living in the
Netherlands had to take the so-called Basisexamen Inburgering (basic civic integration
examination) prior to their arrival to the Netherlands. These aspiring immigrants must thus
have some basic knowledge of the Dutch language and society before they are allowed to
come.40 Moreover, in case of migration for family formation, both partners must be at least
21 years old, and the future partner in the Netherlands must have a durable and “sufficient
income” to sustain the new household.41

39 Reiterer (2004) for instance makes such observations for the Filipinos in Austria; Anderson (2001) for those
in the United Kingdom; Mozère (2005) for those in Paris; and Ribas-Mateos and Oso (2005) for those in Spain.
40 Successfully passing the integration examination in the country of origin is needed for obtaining a temporary residence permit; only those in possession of this permit are able to apply for a residence permit for a
prolonged period. Moreover, once the fiancées or brides (or fiancés or grooms) have arrived in the Netherlands, they, like other types of immigrants, are obliged to follow a inburgeringstraject (civic integration
programme) to become further integrated; non-participation in this course means sanctions such as administrative fines or even disqualification from an independent residence permit.
41 Here too, the Dutch government has over the years stepped up the requirements. Apart from raising the
minimum age, November 2004, the norm amount of money that the Dutch partner has to earn if he/she
wishes to qualify for family formation with a foreigner was increased from the regular minimum wage to 120
percent. Moreover, from the moment of application for family formation, the Dutch partner must have a labor
contract for at least one year—or six months when he/she has had sufficient income for three years in a row
prior to the application (see www.ind.nl, the website of the Immigratie- en Naturalisatiedienst, the organization for entry into the Netherlands).
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While such requirements offer an economically more secure context of reception for
the brides and fiancées than immigrants who arrive under different conditions, and bicultural marriages may facilitate and accelerate these women’s economic, political, and social
integration, it is nonetheless important to realize that their marrying a native does not
automatically make them accepted or active members of society. Similarly, the mere fact that
the Filipino population has “not been very conspicuous” (Van den Muijzenberg 2003, 363)
does not mean its members have not been confronted with difficulties in Dutch society. To
quote the founder of a Filipino self-help organization: “You cannot just equate our invisibility
with trouble-free adaptation to this country” (Pasali, pers. comm., Nl-2). To get some more
in-depth insight into the Filipinos’ incorporation experiences, it seems useful to pay some
explicit attention to their community life, and to consider the kind of collective activities and
types of organizations they have established in their new living context. As scholars have
argued, the (re)construction of an ethnic-cultural identity, along with the establishment of
self-help groups and the initiation of joint activities, is a situational reaction (Light and
Karageorgis 1994; Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001; Pütz 2003; Rath 2001a), ensuing from
the interaction between the immigrants and the general public. Acknowledging that adaptation does not necessarily take place within the ethnic framework alone, collective efforts
initiated by immigrants reflect some of their personal needs, endowments and aspirations,
and at the same time also say something about the opportunities and constraints these
people encounter(ed) in the receiving society. Therefore, Filipino community life in the
Netherlands mirrors some of the adaptation issues this group is confronted with in this
country. Below follows first a broad profile of Filipinos’ joint endeavors in the Netherlands;
next, attention goes out to some of the social processes and dynamics underpinning the
emergence and development of this ethnic social infrastructure. As systematic and extensive
study of this aspect of Filipino life in the Netherlands has not yet been conducted, the following mostly draws from personal research, including my own impressions and experiences in
the field, and can provide no more than a cursory glance into the development process of
this heterogeneously configured community.42 As such, the arguments made must primarily
be seen as a tentative paradigm, and a starting point for further research.

Being here and there?
With a tremendous body of migrant NGOs, cooperatives, and other self-help organizations in
both the origin country and abroad (according to an estimate by the Philippine government
itself, there were some 12,000 formally registered overseas Filipino organizations in 2003
[Montañez 2003, 25]), wherever they are, Filipinos congregate and engage in a wide range of
activities. The Netherlands is no exception: numerous Filipino clubs, foundations, and lobby
and advocacy groups promote a diverse array of interests and missions, and carry out a
broad gamut of social-cultural, spiritual, educational, as well as more politically oriented,
philanthropic, and development projects. While in 1996, the Philippine Embassy officially
listed 26 Filipino organizations (Alfafara 1996), my fieldwork revealed this number to be too
low. Upon personal inquiry in mid-2004, it appeared that the Embassy’s 1996-list had never
been updated; as the spokesperson told me, the embassy “had lost track on the number.” Yet
42 It must be noted though that the master thesis of Fernandez (1997), an active member of the Filipino
community, was very helpful, as it provided a comprehensive and critical inside view on the evolution of the
Filipino immigrant community in the Netherlands and drew attention to issues I so far had not been so
consciously aware off. My own subsequent fieldwork activities often substantiated or even reinforced his
findings. In the following sections, I draw the most important conclusions; see Maas (2007) for more specific
references to and more detailed cases of collective Filipino activities in the Netherlands.
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he estimated that Filipino organizations by then would at least number fifty, if not many
more, because, as he said, “Filipinos love to come together and organize themselves.” Several
other sources emphasize the remarkably high organizational level of this immigrant group,
speaking of “a plethora of organizations” (Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 147), a “highly organized” (Padilla 2007, 211) or even of an “overorganization” of the Filipino community in the
Netherlands. My own stock-taking attempt in 2004 (partly carried out in cooperation with a
Filipino community member) resulted in a list of some 80 groupings; yet the precise level of
their self-organization was indeed impossible to determine as many groups, as a former chair
of a Filipino club explained, would “simply not bother to get themselves registered” and
therefore operate in (semi-)informal manner, often on an occasional or ad hoc basis.
Still, a review of the Filipino monthly Munting Nayon gives a good impression of the
broad range of activities that Filipinos in the Netherlands together engage in and the many
organizations they have formed. Weekly church masses by Filipino priests, sports tournaments, beauty queen contests, dances and performances of “great Filipino artists”, disco
evenings, and parties for all occasions frequently take place all across the country. Like other
immigrant groups, Filipinos bring to life their culture in the Netherlands as a way to cope
with the unfamiliar, to share their experiences, and to overcome feelings of loneliness and
dislocation. Eating Filipino food, attending social affairs, celebrating typically Pinoy traditions, and practicing their religion enables them to adapt. They promote their common
ancestry and display their culture to assert themselves, to cultivate appreciation and understanding among the Dutch public, and to reproduce and pass on their ethnic-cultural identity
to their offspring. The large number and frequency of these collective activities show a
rather strong inclination among Filipinos in the Netherlands to keep their cultural traditions
alive, and seem to entail an “effort to recapture a lost sense of belonging by recreating an
imagined community” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 22).
Next to the numerous formal and informal groupings that primarily aim to bridge the
emotional socio-cultural gap that Filipinos may experience in the Netherlands, the Filipino
community also accommodates several service-oriented organizations which support the
immigrants’ adaptation to the Netherlands in more practical ways. These institutions provide
social assistance and counseling, or offer training programs such as Dutch language courses
or workshops on how to enter the labor market. While several subgroups such as the seafarers, health workers, undocumented immigrants, and refugees have their own self-help
organizations, the women’s movement is—unsurprisingly in view of their overrepresentation within the community—particularly well-developed (Padilla 2007). Within this movement, au pairs and brides of native Dutchmen often form groups of specific interest as they
appear particularly vulnerable to adjustment difficulties. Letters of immigrants published in
Munting Nayon, NGO-reports, and personal conversations substantiate how these women
may encounter a variety of problems in the Netherlands, such as loneliness and isolation,
racial discrimination, economic exploitation by the hosting households, domestic violence,
and cultural and communicative misunderstandings with the Dutch husband. Apparently,
the instantly Dutch reception of Filipina brides/fiancés and au pairs may lead to specific
adaptation problems and, hence, does not guarantee the smooth integration as sometimes is
assumed. The conception of a trouble-free integration of this immigrant group then seems to
flow from the general invisibility of these women caused by their reception and settlement
within a Dutch household. Thus, inside sources indicate that Filipinos in the Netherlands
(and particularly Filipinas) experience particular distress within the private realm of the
bicultural household. Other adaptation problems, which are less specific for this immigrant
group, are language problems, undervaluation of diplomas, racial prejudice and discrimina-
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tion by the general public and at work—all of which limit the chances for upward social
mobility and participation in Dutch society.43 Consequently, integration into the adopted
country, and specifically the "empowerment and integration of Filipinas into the Netherlands and … their becoming active participants in the Dutch (and European) society" (mission statement of the Filipina women’s organization Bayanihan) are important concerns of
many Filipino self-help clubs.
In addition to providing direct and practical assistance in the adaptation process, various organizations also pursue a political mission. In fact, while Filipino collective activities in
the northern European countries seem generally to be strongly directed towards political
goals, the Netherlands is said to stand out for its politicized community and high level of
political activism (Van den Muijzenberg 2004). Filipino groups in the Netherlands are increasingly joining forces and cooperating more closely to advance political goals, as for instance
in lobbying for recognition of the Filipino community as an official minority group in the
Netherlands (Padilla 2007, 211). Moreover, over the past years, they have developed collaborative linkages with native institutions in all sectors of society, with kababayans outside
the country and with other immigrant groupings in and outside the Netherlands, to improve
access to services, fight discrimination, and lobby for recognition and rights. As such, asserts
Van den Muijzenberg, the Filipino community in the Netherlands has proven “an organizational hub for European-scale political activism, feminist organizing and NGO-related mobilizing of the host society” (2004, 147).44
At the same time as Filipino immigrants strive for improvement of their social status in
the adopted country and for their equality of rights in Europe, they also still wish to intervene in and contribute to the progress of Philippine society. Even though the majority of the
Filipinos in the Netherlands have taken up permanent residence and many have become
naturalized, they nonetheless also continue to feel belonging towards their country of birth
and preserve strong transnational ties—not only individually by sending the usual remittances and pasalubongs to friends and families left behind, but also collectively. In fact,
virtually every Filipino organization maintains some link to the native soil (Padilla 2007). At
the early stages of Filipino migration to the Netherlands in the early 1970s, these transnational endeavors were primarily founded on the concern about human rights violations
caused by the dictatorial Marcos regime; gradually however, the radius of action has widened to increasingly include poverty reduction strategies (Van den Muijzenberg 2003,
365). Many Filipino associations are involved in charity and fundraising, usually among the
own circle of friends and family in the adopted country and with aid directed at the former
home village of its members, thus functioning as Home Town Associations. Beyond these
“friendship clubs,” as one founder called these grassroots initiatives, Filipino immigrants have
also forged cooperation with institutions in settlement and origin society to deliver larger
and more comprehensive development projects. As such, the border-crossing connections of
this immigrant group increasingly have a more developed institutional base and a scope and
interest which go beyond that of the nearest and dearest.
These adaptation problems (those in the private as well as in the public realm) are noted by, for instance,
Stichting Bayanihan (2003), Butalid-Echaves (1999), Fernandez (1997), Gonzales (1998), Padilla (1998,
2007), Palpallatoc (1997), Rispens-Noel (1997), and Taguba (n.d). Some of the entrepreneurs who participated in the present research also noted these problems, in particular (subtle forms of) discrimination. While
most respondents said they were received in Dutch society in a kind way, several explicated they especially in
recent years personally sensed a toughening of the social climate and increased restraint or even hostility
towards them as foreigners.
44 See Hacbang and Jusay (2007) and Maas (2007) for some examples of these joint national and international
lobbies initiated in the Netherlands.
43

96

In conclusion, the numerous joint efforts to act as agents of change in the origin country,
together with the manifold socio-cultural, political, and service activities that target participation
and empowerment in the adopted country, undeniably allude to Van den Muijzenberg’s claim
that many migrated Filipinos have a “bipolar, translocal or transnational view on their existence”
(2004, 131). The social infrastructure developed by this immigrant population shows how they
wish to remain indispensable to their former home communities as well as connect with the
country of settlement—in that sense, Filipinos in the Netherlands may be living their lives not so
much “in between,” or “betwixt and between” (Grillo 2001), nor “neither here nor there”—but
“here and there at the same time” (Yeoh, Willis, and Fakhri 2003, 208).
Yet, while publicly boasting about their “bayanihan spirit,”45 personal fieldwork observations, confirmed by findings of other studies, raise questions about this self-styled image
of fraternalism and concord. As Filipinos are commonly known to be concerned with “keeping face,” problems inside the community are not supposed to surface (Reiterer 2004, 22). As
an informant said: “We solve our problems on our own. Others don’t need to know and we
don’t need help from others. That is the Filipino way of handling things.” Likely, this mentality contributes to the invisibility of Filipinos in the Netherlands and their alleged smooth
integration. Some deeper involvement in the community revealed however not only the
above mentioned individual adaptation difficulties, but also a less harmonious and oneminded community than generally brought out into the public. Several conversations with
community members, mostly (former) active participants in Filipino organizations, divulged
the existence of a rather fragmented population. The following section, which rounds off this
rough outline of the Filipino migration and settlement experience within the context of the
Netherlands, describes and seeks to explain what this fragmentation entails.

Between unity and fragmentation
While a Philippine embassy employee simply advanced the “typical Filipino love for socializing” as the reason for the innumerable organizations within the small Filipino community in
the Netherlands, several community leaders I spoke with suggested that this was in fact more
the result of the contrary, viz. of internal disagreements and conflicts. These informants
postulated that fundamental discrepancies in interests and quarrels on whether to pursue a
more social or political mission had repeatedly led to the abolition or splintering of existing
groupings and the emergence of new ones, and had contributed to the polarization of the
Filipino community into a social and political oriented camp (Alfafara 1996; Fernandez
1997; own fieldwork). In addition, insiders advanced jealousy, hidden suspicion, and open
slander as a danger to the usually suggested brotherly cooperation and as an impediment to
the organization, or success, of collective efforts. A founder of an association explained:
Filipinos here are overorganized, they simply can’t organize as one block. We sometimes seem to forget what it should be about; instead of helping our fellows or even just having fun together, it is all
about having the most members or being the most widely known.

Fieldwork revealed that such ardency to enhance one’s own profile in the community was
not just an issue of organizations competing with each other, but was also common among
Filipino immigrants, negatively affecting their sense of fellowship. When asked how they
experienced the relations with their co-ethnics in this country, my informants (leaders of
45 Bayanihan is a Tagalog term taken from the word bayan, referring to a nation, town or community. The
whole term bayanihan refers to a spirit of neighborly cooperation, communal unity, or common effort to
achieve a particular objective (Dizon-Añonuevo 2002, 29; Padilla 2007, 213; Ribas-Mateos and Oso 2005).
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associations as well as entrepreneurs) more than once hinted at or literally spoke of disdain
between their compatriots. As they explicated, some people or groups in the Filipino community “felt better” than others because of their greater material wealth or higher esteemed
labor careers; association with people of lower social status ran the risk of affecting one’s
status or “face” and making others look down on them.46 According to these informants, this
contempt, which they related to the Filipinos’ so-called “show off culture,” blocked generalized trust and solidarity within the community and formed a barrier to fruitful and enjoyable collaboration. Apparently, the quest for recognition and social status creates competition,
discontent, and even distrust within the community. This “Philippine factionalism” (Reiterer
2004, 15), based on matters of standing and different categories of belonging, plays out in
the Filipinos’ associational life: while their organizations are significant sites of identity
building that provide some sense of stability or safety to the members and so function as a
“protected social space” (Fernandez 1997, 47), they are also spaces of status formation that
provoke rivalry and conflict.
Aside from these internal conflicts or tensions, fieldwork findings indicate that external
or less controllable conditions also informed, and likely still inform, the social capital development and identity (re)construction processes among Filipinos in the Netherlands. That is,
the different contexts in which these people came and were received account for diverging
social re-embedding and incorporation trajectories, and seem to have contributed to the
noted fragmentation within the community.
Though manifestations of ethnic bonding such as community events and the establishment of associations occur more and more frequently all around the country, traditionally,
most collective Filipino activity has taken place in the larger cities in the west of the Netherlands. This is hardly surprising, since it was here that Filipino migration to the Netherlands
originally began. Once these first immigrants, mostly women, had settled down, they often
brought over family and friends who usually settled nearby. Nowadays, this mechanism of
chain migration is reflected in the rather close-knit, largely kinship-based Filipino groupings
on this side of the country. Accordingly, associational life here is strongly informed by a few
clans as well as by shared regional origin (Fernandez 1997; own fieldwork). Recall the story
of nurse Rhea, who set in motion the migration of almost her entire family. As one of her
sisters proudly claimed, one of the biggest Filipino associations in the Netherlands for the
greater part consists of members of “their Rodero-clan,” together with some other people
from their former home region. Fieldwork substantiated how relatives and friends more
often play a central role in the migration and resettlement process of Filipinos. Consistent
with Salazar’s (1987, in Van den Muijzenberg 2004, 143) findings in Germany, the family
network (kamag-anakan in Tagalog) seems to primarily function in the first care for the
newcomers, whereas the relationships within the close-knit core group of old friends (in
Tagalog called barkada) usually become more important in the following period of adapting
and building life in the new country. Jointly celebrating cultural traditions and festivities
further reinforce these of old intimate relationships.
Closely related to consanguinity and the barkada system as references of the immigrants’ association and identity (re)construction, the communal efforts of the Filipinos also
The present study could not clearly substantiate the extent and consequences of such sentiments and
fractionalizing tendencies, yet it appears the phenomenon is not specific to Filipinos in the Netherlands. Other
scholars have observed similar trends within Filipino immigrant groups in other destination countries:
Anderson (2001) for instance notes such for the United Kingdom, Fresnoza-Flot and Pécoud (2007) for Paris,
and Reiterer (2004) for Austria. Apparently, Aguilar asserts, “Social stratification permeates the Filipino
diaspora” (1996a, 8).
46
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indicate a “persistent pull of ‘locality’ as a social space of identity formation” (Guarnizo and
Smith 1998, 22). Filipinos are known for their strong affinity with other Filipinos from the
same ethnic or linguistic group or region in the Philippines (Gonzales 1998, 84; Mc Kay
2004)—and this seems to be preserved outside the country of birth, even to the extent of
barring Filipinos of different ethnic/regional origin. A woman living in the east of the Netherlands explained: “They all stick together there [in the west]; they do not want anybody
from outside to join, because we do not come from the same place in the Philippines, so they
feel different from us.” Various other informants confirmed this. While such a focused sense
of belonging or identification may not be specific to Filipinos residing in the west of the
country, the possibilities for its manifestation in associations are without doubt facilitated by
the greater concentration of fellow countrymen here (see figure 4.3). Moreover, while chain
migration has resulted in rather closed Filipino associations, community sources argue these
would also be set up according to the local/kin structured political culture of the country of
origin, including the traditional Filipino hierarchic relations (Fernandez 1997; Padilla 1998,
2007; own fieldwork). With that, the pre-existing social relations that fueled the migration to
the western part of the Netherlands are reproduced, perhaps even fortified, and institutionalized in the adopted country.
Also when we consider the social capital development and identity (re)construction
processes among the more autonomously migrated Filipinos—mostly Filipinas who came to
marry a Dutchman—the significance of the migration biography for one’s incorporation
becomes evident. Aside from those who found a husband through personal referral by already established fellow countrymen, these Filipinas generally lack the connections that
naturally go with chain migration or with arriving in batches, like the nurses and seamstresses in the early days of the Dutch-bound migration. Dispersed across the country as
they join with their Dutch spouses, their context of reception does usually not include a
family and friends’ network of support in the nearby environment. As these women are most
directly confronted with the clash between the strong family oriented Filipino culture and
the more individualistic Dutch society, feelings of loneliness and social and cultural dislocation are among the most severe difficulties these Filipina immigrants experience, especially
during the first period of their arrival (Alfafara 1996; Stichting Bayanihan 2003; Padilla
1998, 2007; Taguba n.d.; own fieldwork). Isolation and alienation subsequently spur their
wish to contact compatriots—in fact “just anybody from my own country,” as one woman
put it. Yet, at the same time as their spatial dispersal and isolation feeds the desire to meet
with co-ethnics, it also complicates its fulfillment. A female board member of an association
in an eastern province of the Netherlands (also included in the present study as an entrepreneur) explained it as follows:
In the Philippines, you can just jump in with one another, any time of the day, whenever you want.
That is okay, you can just do that; it is our culture. But here, it is all different. For one, I myself have a
sister living nearby. But most women I know here [on this side of the country], they only have their
husbands, and their children. And if we want to see each other, we really have to arrange our meetings. Because here we really live our own lives here, just like the Dutchmen do. We are always so
busy. And you see, our husbands, they do not like ... Well, they are not used to people just coming by
without any call or so in advance. They want to know, you know, like days ahead. That is typical
Dutch you know. Besides, we also live too far from each other to just pass by. For me, the one nearest
by is already like half an hour drive. So you have to call before you can see each other. And if you really want to do something together, with some more people, you really have to organize it. Because
she comes from this place, and then she has to come from there, and then … So it takes organization
here, to meet and have fun, or do whatever other thing. (Maitet, INT7B)
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Fieldwork established this was not an isolated experience; various women living outside the
west-Dutch urban area recounted difficulties in socializing with their fellows, both due to the
different way of life in their bicultural marriages as well as due to practical constraints caused
by their scattered resettlement. Apparently, as for these women pre-existing intimacy is
often absent and opportunities to meet Filipinos are more circumscribed, social gatherings
and collective activities come into being less spontaneously and require “more formal
organization.” Correspondingly, the associations set up here seem to generally have another
organizational culture compared to the older, bigger, and family-based organizations in the
west of the Netherlands. While these more peripherally located Filipino groupings also exist
to get together, share experiences, celebrate, or even revive “the Filipino spirit,” they tend to
have a more heterogeneous membership. With often also the Dutch spouses of the Filipinas
participating in these activities, the ways of socializing (and the corresponding social capital
and collective identity reconstruction) are inevitably less “strictly Filipino” compared to that
observed among the more homogeneous organizations in the western part of the Netherlands. A Dutch husband who with his Filipina wife lived outside the Randstad area said:
Those clubs in The Hague, you should know, they are really something different. First, we did visit
some of their parties, because you know, she [my wife] really longed for some Filipino friends. But,
really I did not feel at ease there. Because there were hardly any other Dutchmen neither. So they all
talked in their own language, and, actually, even my wife could hardly follow because she is from
another region [and speaking a different dialect]. So they do have this way of shutting you out, you
see. With their specific habits and manners. That is why I said to her: “You should begin your own
group.” Besides, in this way, I also get to meet some other Dutchmen. Because many Filipinas here,
where we live, they are married to a Dutchman, you know. So it is not only about this “us being Filipino,” you see. It is just about spending some time together, whether or not we are Dutch or Filipino.

4.6 Conclusion
This chapter analyzed the multifaceted phenomenon of international migration from the
Philippines. In addition, it elaborated on the migration and resettlement trajectories of
Filipinos within the specific context of the Netherlands as a destination country. Following
the central premise of the mixed embeddedness approach discussed in the previous chapter,
the primary aim was to demonstrate the dynamic interplay between actor and structure in
shaping the migration experiences of a population that is widely renowned both for its
“jigsaw-like global nomadism” (Aguilar 1996b, 111) and its enduring longing for home and
sense of Filipino-ness. “From above,” global economic restructuring, sending and receiving
government migration policies, and business and civil sector set the structural stage against
which the phenomenon is to be understood. Family expectations, personal aspirations, and
social support by already established immigrants encourage the decision to turn thoughts
into action “from below.” Yet at the end of the day, migration is a personal choice. It is
individuals who decide whether or not to do the crossing, who subsequently live through the
dislocation that such an undertaking engenders, and who then have to cope with it by
particular ways of re-embedding and building a new life in a new environment.
With some 10 percent of the population living and working all around the world, the Filipino diaspora is undeniably composed of a very diverse set of migration experiences.
Filipinos migrate as well-paid white-collar professionals and as undocumented domestic
workers; to stay abroad only for the duration of their labor contract or to build a new life
overseas; they go alone or in batches; leave spouse and children behind, take off to reunite
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with relatives who have earlier migrated, or cross the ocean to marry a native man and
establish a family. They return home with savings and hopes for a better future, come back
disenchanted only to await a new opportunity to realize their plans, or stay abroad and
remit, communicate, donate, and participate in the origin country’s affairs from afar. Above
all, the Philippine case substantiates how migration from the same country is “formed by a
heterogeneous rather than unitary group of people, possessing distinct personal and social
endowments (human capital and social capital), migrating under disparate circumstances,
and professing significant, if subtle, regional cultural differences” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998,
14). Yet in spite of this understanding, overlooking the abundant academic, political, and
public attention for the phenomenon, it is difficult to reject the impression that Philippine
out-migration has been caught in a persistent tradition of stereotyping and undue generalization—both within and outside the country of origin.
The Philippine government (and, recalling how Filipinas label themselves as the “Mercedez Benz” among the domestic workers, to some degree the members of this scattered
nation themselves as well), seems responsible for a strong commodification of the human
body as it puts the Filipino people on the global labor market as “a good deal” with unique or
extraordinary traits. Naturally going with the promotion of such self-styled idealized image
is the inscription of a partial conception of who Filipinos/as are and what they do (well).
This is in turn closely tied to a “commodification of emotion” (Van den Muijzenberg 2004,
153) that can for instance be observed in the Philippines’ prominent role in the “global care
chain.” It also refers to the Philippine government’s efforts to ideologically construct the
sojourners as always remaining Filipinos at heart and staying part of the country—meant to,
eventually, reap the economic benefits of their overseas travels. Accordingly, those who left
the country are heralded for their personal sacrifices for the common good, unselfish struggles to provide for better lives of the loved ones left behind, and supposedly natural willingness to give back to a country that, in poignant irony, could not give them the desired life.
From the perspective of the Philippines, the overseas Filipinos are victims and heroes at
once—though the government for obvious reasons primarily promotes the latter image.
In their countries of settlement also, Filipinos are often known in stereotypical images,
which is likely at least partially a logical outcome of the Philippine government’s labor marketing tactics and these immigrants’ strongly gendered occupational concentration. Filipino
men are known as brave seafarers on international waters and as industrious construction
laborers in the Middle East; even more pronouncedly, Filipina women are first and foremost
conceived as caring nurses, nannies and maids, and exotic sex workers in the global economy;
or, if not for their capacity as laborers, as the loving ladies and willing wives of western
grooms (Holt 1996). The strong emphasis in the international political and academic attention on women’s role in the curing and caring sectors contributes to a biased perception of
contemporary female migration, and plays, when the Philippines is concerned, its own part in
the widespread paternalistic image of Filipina migrants, or—even worse—to the image of
these women as the “objectified, dominated Asian victim” (Clark 2004, 365). Statistical stories
merely based on ethnic background and media coverage that leans towards the sensational
and saleable news further contribute to this partial image. Too often, the broader spectrum of
experiences and the greater complexities of individual lives are neglected.
The Netherlands as a destination country provides an exemplary case to illustrate this
greater diversity, as it hosts a group of Filipino immigrants of varied descent and migration
intentions. The Filipino community in this country is the product of a variety of human
inflows that have emerged and developed within diverse political, economic, and social
contexts. Nonetheless, it appears that here too, this immigrant population, and especially the
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female part, has fallen prey to some victimizing and patronizing stereotyping and stigmatization (Padilla 1998, 2007; Palpallatoc 1997; Van den Muijzenberg 2004; own fieldwork). At
the same time, the overall little awareness of the presence of Filipinos in the Netherlands
suggests that this group of immigrants has integrated without (too many or serious) problems. Community sources however show the inadequacy of such generalizations. The emergence and specific features of the Filipino social infrastructure reveal how specific migration
contexts pose specific challenges or difficulties to the newcomers as they seek to find their
way in the unfamiliar. Class, gender, and reception conditions differentiate access to resources and affect one’s incorporation possibilities. Thus, to truly understand the realities
and dynamics of migration and incorporation trajectories is to recognize the similarities and
decipher the differences not just among but also within migrant groups (Leung 2004, 166).
Amongst the many ways in which Filipinos in the Netherlands are building their new
lives, the present study then singles out one—for this group rather uncommon—way of
incorporation into Dutch society, namely that of entrepreneurship. Focusing on this so far
practically unnoticed aspect of their overseas existence, it provides another perspective on
Filipino migration and Filipinos’ resettlement experiences. But even when focusing on this
particular trait, it is imperative not to end up in homogenizing frameworks that ignore the
riches that individual accounts bear. In the foregoing sketch, Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs did not feature explicitly, but it can be said in brief prospect that even this select group
quite well covers the heterogeneity in migration backgrounds and living conditions of this
immigrant population in the Netherlands. The survey group includes, for instance, young
women who came to visit their relatives, as well as older women who intended to temporarily work here and accumulate some savings to sustain their household in the Philippines. It
also incorporates young men looking for adventure, and men who followed their wives with
pre-arranged labor contracts in the country. It moreover contains the fiancées of Dutchmen,
with whom these women came in contact either by coincidence, on their own effort, or by
personal referral from relatives who already lived here. Some of these immigrants had no
pre-established plan when they left the Philippines; for some others, their migration is part
of a broader life project which they build deliberately and pragmatically. Notably, what the
research subjects do share is that their migration never served only a family-oriented goal;
their crossing was “not a matter of survival, but rather of … adventure and experience at the
individual level” (Tacoli 1999, 669). In all, this group of immigrants offers the opportunity to
provide a more nuanced perspective on Filipino migration and to transcend the stereotypical victimizing images in which the “global Filipinos” are often captured, showing how these
people are “not passive victim[s] of structures, but [are persons] with human agency and
subjectivity who [are] able to navigate through and negotiate with formidable structural
forces” (Aguilar 2002, 2).
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5.
Filipino business in the Netherlands: the hard data
When two Chinese meet, they ask each other how their business is. When two Filipinos meet, they ask
each other who they are working for this time. (Kanlungan, pers. comm., Phil-1)

The above quote, supposedly a Filipino joke, was the answer of the director of a Manilabased NGO involved in migration, when I asked him why it was that Filipino migrants
around the globe hardly seemed interested in engaging in business—not even those who
had permanently resettled abroad. His saying illustrates the major difference between the
employment propensities of these two Asian immigrant groups. Though stereotyping, also
when the Netherlands is concerned, this difference seems to hold true.1 Whereas one immigrant group readily takes up entrepreneurship, the other seeks paid employment as a means
to integrate into Dutch society. As the previous chapter indicated, Filipinos in the Netherlands form a heterogeneous group of immigrants, who came here for various reasons,
through a variety of strategies, and who settled down within diverse contexts. This thesis
aims to unravel why people of diverse pasts, present living conditions, and, likely, future
aspirations decided to become an entrepreneur in the adopted country. This question is the
more interesting as Filipinos are usually not considered a very entrepreneurial group. In
fact, Filipino immigrants are more than once seen as an outstanding example of an immigrant group with very little participation in entrepreneurship (Fawcett and Gardner 1994,
212; Ribas-Mateos and Oso 2005; own fieldwork).
The foregoing chapter advanced the particular Filipino migration context as an important explanation for this: many of the overseas sojourns of the Filipino population are first
and foremost to be seen as a family survival strategy, meant to temporarily diversify and
increase the income of those left behind. As various informants explicated, the extent and
importance of obligations to kin make it difficult for Filipinos to accumulate the capital
needed to start a business (own fieldwork; also see Fawcett and Gardner 1994; Ribas-Mateos and Oso 2005; Van den Muijzenberg 2004). Besides, Filipinos would generally have
little problems in finding their ways on foreign labor markets, as they (allegedly) adjust
easily to unfamiliar circumstances (McKay 2004), are proficient in English, and have received U.S.-style education (Anderson 2001; Mozère 2005; Reiter 2004; Ribas-Mateos and
Oso 2005; Zhou 2004). Together with the fact that many Filipino migrants have secured jobs
overseas prior to their migration, there seems to be hardly any incentive for this immigrant
group to turn to business—at least not in the sense of an urgent survival need that may
prompt immigrants to create their own enterprises (Fresnoza-Flot and Pécoud 2007; Spaan,
Van Naerssen and Van den Tillaart 2005).

1 To illustrate this: whereas in the past years, around 11 percent of the native labor force in the Netherlands
were entrepreneurs (Van den Tillaart 2007, 6), the Monitor of New Entrepreneurship 2006 estimated that in
2004 over 18 percent of the first-generation Chinese immigrants in this country was self-employed (EIM
2007, 23). This source does not give the same information for the Filipino population, yet a computation of
data provided by Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart (2005, 251) and called up from Statline (CBS
Statline 2010), indicates that in the same year only 2.7 percent of the Filipino labor force (first and secondgeneration immigrants together) in the Netherlands was involved in entrepreneurship. A similar computation,
now using data provided by CBS/KvK (2008) and Statline, does however show an increase in the Filipinos’
business participation rate: in 2008, 3.7 percent of the entire Filipino labor force in the Netherlands was
registered as an entrepreneur.

103

At the same time, various authors claim that Filipinos lack a business tradition (Light
2001; Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart 2005) compared to other immigrant groups
such as the Chinese. Several key persons that I spoke with in the Philippines—from the
government, civil, and business sector—confirmed this, contending that “Filipinos do not have
entrepreneurial blood” or “are not born entrepreneurs” (Kaibigan, pers. comm., Phil-1; Kanlungan, pers. comm., Phil-1; also see Maas 2002). According to these representatives, this
absence of a business tradition is attributable to the Philippine history of subordination. Under
the more than three centuries of Spanish rule, the Filipinos worked for landlords, and, as one
of my informants suggested, the feudal system established then was “not conducive to broadening and stimulating an independent economic outlook among [the Filipino] people” and
instead had “made [them] used to a serving role” (Kanlungan, pers. comm., Phil-1; also see
Fawcett and Gardner 1994). Interestingly, the explanations brought up in these conversations
more than once suggested a rather negative perception among Filipinos on doing business. It
was for instance said that “We Filipinos like to serve other people, not exploit them,” or “We do
not want to boss others around” (SCPM, pers. comm., Phil-1); another informant tellingly
responded that “We are no crafty people” (Unlad Kabayan, pers. comm., Phil-1).
Other informants appointed the lack of supposedly essential business values as barriers
to the development of (successful) entrepreneurship among the (overseas) compatriots.
Filipinos would for instance “maintain a different kind of social relations” that kept them
from starting business; unlike the Chinese, they were, I was told, not used to cooperation as
they on the one hand had a strong drive for personal excellence and did not want to share in
success and on the other hand emphasized more the harmony of interpersonal and intrafamilial relationships and did not wish to jeopardize these by engaging in joint undertakings
(COW, pers. comm., Phil-1; Kaibigan, pers. comm., Phil-1; OWWA, pers. comm., Phil-3; also
noted by Mulder 1997). Seemingly running counter to the strong Filipino cultural values of
mutual obligations and assistance among friends and relatives, Fawcett and Gardner’s
(1994) comparative study of the entrepreneurial inclination of Korean and Filipino immigrants in the U.S. supports these fieldwork findings as it concludes that Filipino entrepreneurship was essentially an individual phenomenon in which the business operators did not
expect advice or help from others. Most importantly however, Filipinos would either “prefer
spending their money instead of investing it in an enterprise with uncertain outcome”
(DAWN, pers. comm., Phil-1) or would “only look to activities that guarantee a steady flow of
income rather than looking into more speculative enterprises” (Filipino PhD student, pers.
comm., Nl-6). Either way, it was repeatedly claimed that Filipinos were “simply no risk
takers” and had a “financially conservative” economic attitude.
Why then, in the context of such structural as well as cultural factors that do not promote entrepreneurship, do some Filipino immigrants do choose this apparently unconventional adaptation path? What kinds of businesses do these few choose and how do they
operate them? What objectives do they have and what role does their entrepreneurial
activity play in their daily lives? These are the questions that this thesis seeks to answer.
This chapter provides a basic profile of the activities and people under study. The next
chapters delve more deeply into the diverse expressions of Filipinos’ entrepreneurial pursuits and explore the contexts in which the immigrants initiated these pursuits.2 Aspects
addressed here are the number of ventures and of (formally recognized) entrepreneurs in
2 Since the focus in this chapter is more on the entrepreneurial activities of Filipinos in the Netherlands than
on the entrepreneurs themselves, annex 2 provides some socio-demographic characteristics of the Filipino
immigrant entrepreneurs who participated in the study, namely: age, gender, marital status, migration motive,
duration of settlement in the Netherlands, educational achievement, and labor and business experiences.
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the Netherlands, and the business ownership (section 5.2), the “gender dimension” (section
5.3), work and income (section 5.4), sector distribution (section 5.5), and business performance (section 5.6). When possible, figures will be given for and compared with the total
cohort of Filipino entrepreneurs/enterprises in the Netherlands.3 Yet, as noted, the business
activities of Filipinos in the Netherlands have hardly received any attention and secondary
sources are scarce. In fact, to my knowledge, the Monitor etnisch ondernemerschap 2000
(Monitor ethnic entrepreneurship 2000, hereupon “Monitor-2000”) by Van den Tillaart
(2001) is the only document that provides some statistical figures on the nature and development of Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands, and it does so only for the period
1986-2000 (with the main focus on 1998-2000).4 In addition, Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van
den Tillaart (2005) present some quantitative data on the state of Filipino business as of
mid-2004. Both sources draw primarily on information obtained from the Dutch Chambers
of Commerce—thus so will the following general sketch.5 However, my definition of what
entails entrepreneurship and of who are to be considered entrepreneurs (and thus of who
qualified to participate in the study) differs in several respects from the definition used by
the Chambers of Commerce. For three reasons in particular, I deemed their definition not
adequate to fully understand the emergence and consequences of immigrant entrepreneurship. Thus, the next section offers my working definition of entrepreneurship and “the
entrepreneur.”

5.1 The conception of entrepreneurship and “the entrepreneur” in this study
Every company in the Netherlands must register in the trade register. The Dutch Chamber of
Commerce has set out the following six criteria which together define the concept of a
company6:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The entrepreneur carries out regular business activities.
These activities are carried out for payment.
The entrepreneur acts independently, at one’s own expense and risk.
The entrepreneur acts openly and in competition with others.
The entrepreneur participates in business dealings in an organized relationship.
geared towards cooperation between people, capital, and/or goods.
There is a profit or cost-saving intention.

3 Here and there, I will also give figures for all immigrant and/or for native entrepreneurs/businesses in the
Netherlands to illustrate the distinctness—or sameness—of Filipino entrepreneurial engagement. Notably,
when I speak in general terms of immigrants, this refers exclusively to first-generation non-western immigrants.
4 This Monitor forms a quantitatively rich source of information on the nature of and trends in the business
activity of, primarily, first-generation immigrants in the Netherlands within the period mentioned, thereby
distinguishing between various immigrant populations. In 2004 and 2007, EIM, a prominent Dutch business
and policy research and consultancy organization, published follow-up reports. Since they only distinguish
between western and non-western immigrants, however, these reports do not provide information on the
entrepreneurial activity of specific immigrant groups in the Netherlands.
5 Personal communication with Mr. van den Tillaart, mid-January 2010, sustained that Filipino
entrepreneurs(hip) had not received additional specific academic or political attention; also to his knowledge,
the mentioned sources were so far the only ones with some detailed statistical information about this.
However, just before finalizing this thesis, I obtained some more hard data on Filipino business activity in the
Netherlands as of mid-2008, provided by CBS/KvK and computed by ITS. These figures are also included in
this chapter, though for reasons of comparability with other immigrant/native entrepreneurs the focus is on
the data derived from the earlier two sources.
6 Retrieved from www.kvk.nl, 22 September 2007.

105

Basically, this definition views those who are registered, and thus own, a business in the
Netherlands as the entrepreneurs; those who do not own a business are not entrepreneurs. In
contrast, I argue that being an entrepreneur does and should not only refer to owning a business. Such delineation neglects people that may play an essential role in the entrepreneurial
“processes of discovery, evaluation and exploitation of opportunities to provide goods and
services” (Shane and Venkataraman 2000, 218). Instead of narrowly defining an entrepreneur
in terms of ownership, equally important is who is responsible for the management and in
control of the daily business operations, and how this person carries (or how these persons
carry) out this task. As I thus see it, next to “owning” a venture, the process of “doing” is a
critical aspect of entrepreneurship. Therefore, I included in my definition those who start an
organization that for payment provides goods or services to others, as well as those who make
the essential operational or strategic decisions concerning this organization. Accordingly, I use
“business owner-operator” as synonymous with entrepreneur.
As well, the Dutch trade register—for fairly obvious reasons—represents only businesses that are registered in the Netherlands. It thus excludes ventures that are based in the
Philippines (or elsewhere) yet are initiated, owned, and/or managed by immigrants from
out of the adopted country. It so rules out the more interesting economic pursuits that
immigrants may undertake, with their direct implications for both the country they reside in
and the country they left. In light of the current ambiguity on immigrants’ transnational
involvements, the study of immigrant entrepreneurship should not be limited to the territorial or political boundaries of the country of settlement.
This study thus considers as the essential, defining element for immigrant entrepreneurship that the immigrant is the engine behind the establishment and/or management of an entrepreneurial venture—started upon that person’s migration—in the country of settlement and/or
origin.7 I thus include some cases not shown in the Dutch statistics.
Though without direct influence on whom to in- or exclude as entrepreneurs, my definition of entrepreneurship deviates in a third way from that of the Chambers of Commerce,
that is, in the objective of the business. Whereas the trade register—in conformity with
mainstream thinking on entrepreneurship—explicitly mentions an economic objective
(either profit or cost-saving) as a defining aspect, I argue that there may be other objectives
to pursue in business, which are also important to understand the phenomenon of immigrant entrepreneurship. Thus, I do not want to a priori confine the domain of entrepreneurship to its economic function alone.
Concluding, the more inclusive and broader understanding of entrepreneurship in this
study is justified by the additional, and more in-depth, insights it provides into the emergence, actual operations, and meanings or functions of the economic activities undertaken by
Filipinos in the Netherlands; the potential for learning was hence deemed a superior criterion to representativeness (Stake 2003, 152).

7 Of course, immigrants may also set up and/or operate business in third countries, however, following my
definition of transnationalism (see chapter 1), which forms an important concept in my study of immigrant
entrepreneurship, the focus is on the business activities in mentioned two societies of “perceived belonging”
(Vertovec 2001, 578).
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5.2 Number and ownership of Filipino businesses
According to the Monitor-2000, in mid-2000, there were 153 Filipino businesses registered
in the Netherlands8; between 1992 and 2000, 144 Filipino businesses had closed down (Van
den Tillaart 2001, app. 3, table 2).9 For 2004, Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart
mention 194 Filipino enterprises (2005, 251); this number includes however also the enterprises of second-generation immigrants, who are outside the scope of this study.10
As indicated, this thesis is based on 29 cases of first-generation Filipino immigrant
entrepreneurship. Of these cases, 27 were ventures formally registered in the Netherlands.
As I will explicate below, a considerable number of these enterprises maintained close
business linkages with the Philippines, more than once to a business that the immigrants
themselves, and/or their own relatives, owned and/or operated. These cases of “narrow
transnational entrepreneurship” are counted as one business venture. In the other two
cases, the immigrants did not formally own a business in the adopted country, but they were
essentially involved in their Dutch spouses’ business in the Netherlands as well as in a
business owned by their relatives in the Philippines—both of which were closely related. As
these transnational pursuits would not have existed without the efforts of the Filipinas in the
Netherlands, they were included in the survey as immigrant businesses in their own right.
Except for two cases, all of the businesses surveyed were in operation when I first met
and spoke with the Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs. One woman closed down her business
in the Netherlands between our two meetings; however, she still owned and managed a
business in the Philippines, which was initially established as the counterpart of her Dutchbased business. A final inventory of the online trade register, early 2009, revealed that six
additional entrepreneurs had shut down their business since the start of the research.
The number of enterprises is however not equal to the number of entrepreneurs. For
this, the official ownership is a first indicator. Notwithstanding my earlier plea to broaden
the definition of entrepreneurship beyond such administrative given, it at least indicates the
number of formally recognized business(wo)men. The 153 Filipino businesses in 2000 were
(co-)owned by 167 first-generation Filipino immigrants (Van den Tillaart 2001, app. 1, table
2).11 Most of these firms were operated in sole proprietorship or in partnership (which
usually involves two, but may also involve more persons), respectively accounting for 56
percent and 39 percent (ibid., app. 3, table 6). While most immigrant entrepreneurs operate
either as sole traders or in partnership (EIM 2007; Van den Tillaart 2001), Filipino entrepreneurs are relatively more often engaged in a partnership. Compared to native Dutch
business, Filipino enterprises, like immigrant enterprises in general, are considerably less
8 This number refers only to so-called “economically active enterprises,” which are involved in the supply of
goods and/or services to others. For the same year, the report mentions 21 non-active enterprises (Van den
Tillaart 2001, app. 3, table 2), which are set up for other reasons than the provision of products or services—
such as holding companies and asset management companies. This latter type of firms falls beyond the scope
of the present study.
9 Before 1992, the Dutch Chambers of Commerce did not keep a systematic registration of business closures
(Van den Tillaart 2001, 59 – 60).
10 When studying immigrant entrepreneurship, it makes sense to distinguish between first and secondgeneration immigrants as these groups, as indicated in chapter 1, appear to differ quite markedly in business
practices and prospects (EIM 2007; ITS 2007), caused by their different cultural and educational backgrounds.
11 The 194 enterprises in 2004 were owned by 238 Filipinos, both first and second-generation immigrants
(Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart 2005, 251). In 2008, there were 377 Filipino entrepreneurs
registered at the Dutch Chambers of Commerce, of whom 278 of the first generation and 99 of the second
generation (the latter including persons who were born abroad yet came to the Netherlands before their sixth
anniversary [CBS/KvK 2008]). Since however no data are available on the aspect of ownership for these more
recent years, I will focus here on the data provided by the Monitor-2000.
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often private corporations (in which the entrepreneurs are only liable for the amount invested) (see table 5.1):
Table 5.1

Official status of Filipino, immigrant, and native enterprises in the Netherlands, 2000 (%)

Filipino enterprises (first-generation)
Immigrant enterprises (first-generation non-western)
Native Dutch enterprisesa

Sole
proprietorship
56
67
44

Partnership
39
28
18

Private
corporation
5
5
25

Source: Data from Van den Tillaart 2001, app. 3, table 6.
a Data on native Dutch enterprises refer to 1999; 13 percent of these firms belong to other categories (Van den Tillaart 2001, 38).

Of the 27 surveyed businesses registered in the Netherlands, at time of data collection, 16
were owned in sole proprietorship, 12 by a Filipina woman and four by a Filipino man. The
remaining 11 were run in partnership, mostly with one’s spouse (or, if not married, life
partner), sometimes with someone outside the respondent’s household. In seven of these
partnerships, the co-owner was of Dutch origin (see table 5.2). Also worth noting is that nine
of these 11 partnerships started off as sole proprietorships, all except for two owned by
Filipina women. No private companies (Inc/Ltd) were part of the empirical study, though
several entrepreneurs indicated they intended to turn their business into such a venture in
the future because of expected financial advantages.
Table 5.2

Official ownership of the 27 survey businesses registered in the Netherlands

Sole proprietorship
Female Male
12
4

Partnership
Both partners Filipino
Bicultural partnership
4
7
4 (Dutch) husband/(Filipina) wife firms
3 husband/wife firms
1 Filipina woman with former Dutch life partner
1 of 2 Filipino friends
2 Filipino men with male Dutch life partner

Source: Own fieldwork.

In addition to these Dutch-based enterprises, the survey included six enterprises established
and registered in the Philippines. Three of these overseas businesses were the sole proprietorship of migrated Filipinas, the other three were owned by the immigrants’ next of kin.
Each of these overseas businesses were founded on initiative of the immigrant and all
worked closely together with a business in the Netherlands in which the immigrant played
an important part as well.

5.3 The gender dimension
As noted, the majority of the respondents were women: 22 Filipina women and 11 Filipino
men. The same is true for the entire cohort of Filipino entrepreneurs registered in the
Netherlands: of the 377 Filipino entrepreneurs in 2008, two-thirds was female. Within the
group of first-generation immigrants, the portion of women even reached almost 80 percent
(CBS/KvK 2008). While not surprising in view of their overrepresentation in the Filipino
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immigrant population (and particularly the first generation), this female dominance is
nonetheless a distinctive feature of this group’s entrepreneurial engagement compared to
that of other immigrant groups and native entrepreneurs: for mid-2006, Van den Tillaart
(2007) mentions a 72 percent female participation rate among the entrepreneurs of Filipino
origin, whereas among the groups of native and all immigrant entrepreneurs, women made
up 28 percent and 24 percent respectively.
This female overrepresentation offers the opportunity to explore questions that so far
have played a subsidiary role in entrepreneurial studies. As McClelland et al. claim: despite
growing numbers of female entrepreneurs, “we know surprisingly little about women
entrepreneurs’ business practices, survival and growth strategies, and their perceptions of
their entrepreneurial careers” (2005, 85). Other scholars have made similar observations,
pointing out that women deliver an increasingly more vital contribution to today’s economy
yet so far have received relatively scant academic attention (Ahl 2006; Brush 2006; Fielden
et al. 2003; Marlow, Henry, and Carter 2009; McKay 2001; Still and Timms 2000b).
In the earliest studies of business ownership, women were simply often excluded altogether (as noted by Cromie 1987; Mirchandani 1999) and for long research on small business was strongly male dominated and “‘largely gender blind’, with ‘entrepreneurial theories
... created by men, for men, and … applied to men’” (Raghuram and Hardill 1998, 475; also
see Ahl 2006; Brush 2006). More recently, interest in women as independent business actors
has increased, both in policy and academic circles. Whereas gender was initially considered a
variable, since the 1990s it is used as a lens (Brush 2006), or, as Marlow, Henry, and Carter
put it: it is now no longer the question of whether gender impacts business ownership but of
how gender affects it (2009, 142; also see Carter and Shaw 2006). In that sense, the latter
conclude that the “female entrepreneurship project” has witnessed significant progress.
Despite the proliferation of research, the field of study is nonetheless still considered
underdeveloped (Marlow, Henry, and Carter 2009; also see Ahl 2006; Essers 2008; Hughes
2003; Leung 2004; McClelland et al. 2005; McKay 2001). As even now only “a tiny proportion of articles focuses on, or includes women entrepreneurs” (Brush 2006, 61312), women
entrepreneurs are still vastly understudied and their role in business undervalued and
underplayed (Marlow, Henry, and Carter 2009). Up to today, various authors argue, running
business has a typical masculine label (Ahl 2006; Essers 2008; Fielden et al. 2003)—seen in
the still frequent use of the male pronoun, as well as in the way the entrepreneur is conventionally described. Recall my discussion, in chapter 2, of how “the entrepreneur” is commonly perceived—as the archetype is nearly unabated male (and white), women are cast as
“the other” and, as various authors have argued, often “painted with the same brush” (McKay
2001, 149). It thus appears that much of the thinking and acting regarding small business
still perpetuates gendered stereotypes, perceptions, and attitudes regarding women’s role in
business (Ahl 2006; Marlow, Henry, and Carter 2009)13 and so fails to appreciate the heterogeneity in the women’s backgrounds and experiences (McClelland et al. 2005; Mirchandani
1999; Still and Timms 2000b). Of special note, the literature on female entrepreneurship
“hardly distinguishes between the ethnic backgrounds of women entrepreneurs” (Essers
2008, 5; also see Ahl 2006); alternatively, it is argued that studies that deal specifically with
immigrant entrepreneurship often ignore, or downplay, the role of gender and the substan-

12 This is the conclusion of various reviews of the entrepreneurial literature since the 1990s; see Brush (2006)
for an overview of these reviews.
13 In chapter 6, which discusses the trading activities of 13 Filipina women (and one man), I will elaborate on
this claim some more.
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tial contributions of women (Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 1996; Dhaliwal 1998; Essers 2008;
Leung 2004; Raghuram and Hardill 1998; Ribas-Mateos and Oso 2005).
The case of Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands leaves no room for such ignorance. The prevalence of women within the group of Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs allows
showing the variety in immigrants’ personal backgrounds, as well as in their perceptions of
and experiences and aspirations in being an entrepreneur. Recalling the general discussion of
Filipino migration in the previous chapter, this demographic feature in addition provides the
challenge of representing these immigrants’ stories beyond the gendered, ethnicized, and
racialized stereotypes in which this group are often captured in the literature and public mind.

5.4 Economic significance: work and income
To get an idea of the economic significance of Filipino entrepreneurship, this section discusses work and income aspects. These aspects have special relevance in view of the revaluation in the Netherlands since the late 1990s of immigrant entrepreneurship as a means of
creating employment for people who are disadvantaged on the regular labor market (EIM
2007; Rath and Kloosterman 2000; Van den Tillaart 2007; WRR 2001). Yet most immigrant
businesses are very small scale in terms of job creation. In 2003, more than half of these
enterprises provided only one full-time job (mostly to the entrepreneur him/herself); 40
percent employed two to four people; six percent of the companies had between five and
nine employees; and only three percent employed more than nine persons. This is in fact not
so different from native firms, which also tend to be small—though they on balance employ
more people: whereas immigrant firms on average employ four people, native firms employ
six (EIM 2004, 24).
Filipino businesses in the Netherlands are small too: according to the analysis of Spaan,
Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart of the 2004-data from the Dutch Chambers of Commerce,
111 out of 22714 Filipino entrepreneurs (49.9 percent) ran their business without any employees; of these, 24 did so part-time. Only 14 entrepreneurs (6.2 percent) had a business with
five or more full-time working places—the rest provided fewer job opportunities. The largest
business of all, a trade promotion business, still provided employment to only 25 persons, and
this was in fact an exceptionally high number (2005, 252).
The businesses surveyed were on balance even smaller than the entire cohort of Filipino businesses in the Netherlands. To some degree, this may be a research bias: immigrants
with smaller businesses may have had more time to participate. While the entrepreneurs
generally responded positively to my request for a personal meeting, several owner-operators of larger businesses refrained from partaking as they would be too busy.15 Those who
did participate in the study were generally rather vague about the labor features of their
businesses, especially when this concerned other employees. For some, it simply seemed
difficult to give precise answers due to an irregular business performance; for others, their
evasive answers seemed to be related to the informality of their work arrangements. While
hard to establish the precise magnitude, it is common knowledge that (immigrant) entreFor 11 of the 238 entrepreneurs reported in this year no employment figures were available.
Another reason for their rejection may have been that these entrepreneurs were less willing to bring out
some of the “secrets” behind their bigger business (as bigger is usually considered ‘more successful’), likely for
fear of competition or gossip. One of them justified his refusal for instance with: “Others do not need to know
why or how I run my business. All they need to know is what I can provide them, that is enough. You know,
otherwise, people start talking about you, or they may try to do the same, so that would harm my position.”
14
15
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preneurs often make use of informal labor, usually provided by members of the family and
friends or other members of the ethnic community. For fear of tax and insurance outlays—
and in the case of immigrants probably also immigration services—entrepreneurs may not
always pass on the actual number of people working in their venture.
Whereas some respondents proudly stressed they “did all by themselves,” others
seemed to derive some self-esteem from having a business that required workers from
outside the family. Still, only a few were specific about the number of employees in their
business. Usually, they said things like they “occasionally hired one or two people or so,” or
even more indefinitely replied they were “every now and then helped out”—as a rule indeed
by relatives or friends and presented by the entrepreneurs as “a typical Filipino way.” At the
same time, some entrepreneurs also seemed to consider their (temporary) job offer part of
the culturally defined duty to attend to the needs of compatriots. On more than one occasion,
Filipino friends and relatives who worked, or had been working, for the business turned out
to be visitors who had come from the Philippines “to experience the Netherlands.” According
to the entrepreneurs, it was the work in their business that offered these friends and/or
relatives the chance to do so. One niece of a business owner-operator, who entered the room
during our conversation, explained how she did “some administration or whatever thing to
be done” in exchange for a bit of pocket money which allowed her to “go round the country
and do some nice things here.” Another entrepreneur explained he had invited his best
friend from the Philippines to his place to “get him away from his misery.” In return for a
place to sleep and a daily meal, his friend had helped him clean his guesthouse for nearly one
year, so overstaying his tourist visa. Clearly, these visitors’ activities in the business were
informally organized, and in the entrepreneurs’ judgment actually more an act of help from
them to their guests than a necessity for the business success.
As hardly any of the Filipino entrepreneurs in the study provided lasting or significant
work to people outside the own household, the economic significance of their businesses
was first and foremost limited to their own private realm—but also then showed great
differences among the respondents. Table 5.3 gives an idea of the economic importance of
the survey businesses within the immigrants’ households, classified as either a side income
or the main income and subsequently distinguished by ownership and sex of the owneroperators.

Table 5.3

Economic significance of survey businesses in the entrepreneurs’ household (N = 29)

Side income (n = 15)
1 male sole proprietor
11 female sole proprietors
2 partnerships (of which 1 of life partners)
1 “additional case”a

Main income (n = 14)
3 male sole proprietors
1 female sole proprietor
9 partnerships (of which 6 of life partners)
1 “additional case”a

Source: Own fieldwork.
a These “additional cases” refer to the two cases in which the Filipina immigrants did not themselves own a business but were
actively involved in both their Dutch spouses’ business in the Netherlands and their relatives’ business in the Philippines.

As shown in the table, the women-owned businesses generally took a different position
within the household than the men-owned businesses, thus supporting earlier research
findings (for instance those of Franco and Winqvist 2002; McClelland et al. 2005; Walker and
Webster 2004). For most female sole proprietors, the business constituted an additional
source of income or some extra money; usually, their spouse had a full-time paid job and was
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the main breadwinner in the family. The partnership firms, especially those in which the
partners were also life partners, usually made up a more important part in the sustenance of
the owner-operators’ households, but even then, often one or both partners had a job next to
the entrepreneurial pursuit.
Clearly though, the role of the enterprise for the entire household may be different from
its role for the individual entrepreneur. Fascinatingly, when asked to classify their entrepreneurial occupation as either a sideline activity or their main occupation in daily life, the
entrepreneurs often answered it was the latter—some even called their entrepreneurial
involvement their “mission in life.” This initially seemed strange to me, since the entrepreneurs often also mentioned their household chores and/or (part-time) jobs as important,
and time-consuming, responsibilities in their lives. Yet, during the conversation, it then
repeatedly became clear to me that they based this judgment on their “all day availability”
for their customers. Upon further inquiry, this appeared to effectively mean answering the
phone every now and then or checking email once or twice a day. In fact, the mobile phone
allowed some of the entrepreneurs to take the business “along in the back pocket” and
operate it (secretly) even when pursuing their outdoors jobs. In all, their businesses did in
practical sense usually not call for more than a few working moments a day at most; or when
they did demand some more time, it was mostly only for a limited number of days within a
longer period, for instance a month. By far the largest share of their time, these entrepreneurs engaged in other, non-business related activities. Nonetheless classifying their entrepreneurial involvement as their primary or main pursuit shows how their lives revolved
around the business and defined their personal identity. It suggests how for them, rather
than actual time spent on the business (or income attained from it), the significance or
meaning appealed first and foremost to the emotional value of being their own boss, and to
the personal fulfillment or satisfaction they derived from it. Subsequent chapters delve more
deeply into this issue.
Also interesting is that some female immigrants explained how they—even though they
formally were the sole owners—considered their business a “truly joint project” of themselves and their spouses, which demonstrated in how they both participated in the daily
business operations. Whereas nearly all immigrant entrepreneurs could count on some help
of their spouses/life partners, for the women in particular their husbands more than once
proved to play an informal yet important, and sometimes even essential, role in the business
(see table 5.4, which for obvious reasons considers only the sole proprietorships).
Table 5.4

Role of household members in the business (N = 16)

16 sole proprietorships
12 female owners

4 male owners

Role of household members
1 - divorced; help of kids
6 - some support of partner (2 Filipino, 4 Dutch)
5 - partner essential role (all Dutch)
(1 single)
1 - partner essential role (Filipina)
2 - partner not involved in business at all

Source: Own fieldwork.

In accordance with the findings of Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart (2005, 252), it
was thus sometimes difficult to draw a line between the activities of the woman and her
spouse. Moreover, it turned out that several husbands after some time had become the
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formal business partner of their wives; in some cases, the husband had even left his job in
order to fully concentrate on the (now) joint business pursuit. This active involvement of the
immigrants’ partners forms an interesting element to further explore, especially the participation of the Dutch spouse as this comprises an aspect with which Filipino entrepreneurship
distinguishes itself quite remarkably from the way in which (immigrant) enterprises are
usually observed to be run. The following chapters shed more light on the role of these
uncommon “silent contributors”—which is how Dhaliwal (1998) tellingly described Asian
women in business—in the entrepreneurial activities.
One final point that deserves brief mention here is the overseas impact of the Filipino
enterprises. While relatively small in terms of employment and income creation on “the
Dutch side,” some of these pursuits directly created work and income opportunities for a
considerable number of people in the Philippines. Clearly, also this will be discussed in
greater detail in subsequent chapters.

5.5 Mostly services and primarily ethnic-oriented
As general among immigrant entrepreneurs, Filipino businesses are almost non-existent in
agriculture or manufacturing; they first and foremost are services oriented (Van den Muijzenberg 2004), and then mostly involved in trade (wholesale and retail), business services,
and restaurant and catering (Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart 2005, 252):
Table 5.5

Sector distribution of Filipino and all immigrant businesses in 2000, and Filipino
entrepreneurs in 2008 (%)

Sector
Wholesale trade
Retail trade
Restaurant/catering
Business services
Personal services
Other

Filipino firms
2000
(n = 153)
27
13
14
23
8
18

All immigrant firms
2000
(N = 36,454)
16
15
26
18
9
18

Filipino entrepreneurs
2008
(n = 278)
15
19
8
24
13
21

Sources: Data from Van den Tillaart 2001; CBS/KvK 2008.
Note:
All figures concern the activities of first-generation immigrants; however, the 2000-data refer to enterprises and the
2008-data—in the absence of the same type of data—to entrepreneurs and are thus not entirely comparable. For obvious
reasons, the percentages of the firm-sector-distribution in 2008 are somewhat lower than those given in the third
column, for the “entrepreneur-sector-distribution” (to get an idea, one may roughly divide them by a factor 1.2).

As table 5.5 shows, compared to all immigrant businesses in the Netherlands in 2000, Filipino entrepreneurs are far less often found in the restaurant/catering industry; instead they
have more often started business in wholesale and business services. Consistent with the
general trends in immigrant entrepreneurship (Van den Tillaart 2001, 45), especially the
latter sector saw an increase in Filipino participation in the previous decade: between 1989
and 1999, the share of Filipino firms engaged in business services rose from 15 to 21 percent. At the same time, the share of Filipino firms engaged in retail decreased from 23 to 15
percent (ibid., app. 3, table 4). Between 2000 and 2008 however, retail regained some of its
previous popularity, while wholesale lost some—as a whole, trade remained the most
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prevalent business sector. Participation in business (and personal) services continued to
increase, while the restaurant/catering sector was even less popular among Filipino immigrants in 2008 than it was already in 2000.
The survey broadly showed a similar sector distribution to the picture described above:
here too, trade was a popular activity, while catering featured less prominently. Business
services were however considerably underrepresented among the respondents. This may in
part be because this particular line of business is presumably less prominently or exclusively
co-ethnic oriented, which left these entrepreneurs more difficult to find through the
channels I used (see chapter 3). Another explanation may be that entrepreneurship is generally associated more with businesses that deliver personal services (e.g. shops, travel
agencies, restaurants) rather than with businesses offering more business(like) services (e.g.
accountancy, automation, administrative or legal services, consultancy). Thus, my informants
may simply not have thought about referring me to these kinds of service providers.
At any rate, only a small number of respondents were involved in businesses that, in
principle, serve a wider clientele, such as catering firms. The most popular, and typical
Filipino-oriented, business type was the door-to-door business, involved in the overseas
transportation and delivery of so-called balikbayan boxes, which against favorable import
taxes carry the immigrants’ pasalubongs (gifts) to their families and friends in the Philippines. Trade also flourished, though not always as the main business activity. Nearly all
traders had an almost exclusively Filipino (or Asian) product assortment. Four travel agents
arranged flights mostly to/from Asian destinations and provided particular services for
passengers to the Philippines, and two entrepreneurs imported products into the Netherlands that were manufactured in their own counterpart business in the Philippines. Two
businesses were involved in the recruitment and placement of Filipina au pairs; another
(previously) mediated between aspirant nurses in the Philippines and care institutions in
the Netherlands. In short, the present study strongly supports the claim of Spaan, Van
Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart that “Although most Philippine business aims to attract a
mixed public of both the migrant community and mainstream Dutch society, they are often
characteristically ethnic-oriented” (2005, 252).
I must note though, that in some cases it was hard to classify the surveyed businesses in
one particular line of business since these combined various types of business activities.16
For instance, one travel agent also ran an au pair program on the side; another travel agent
also (co)managed an international trading firm in catering inventory. In all, nearly one third
of the companies were involved in more than business activity. Table 5.6 gives an overview
of the business sectors and activities that the 29 research cases were engaged in:

16 This may also be the case for the businesses in table 5.5 that is based on data from the Chambers of
Commerce; as here the firms’ main activity determined the classification in sectors of business, the
represented spread is only indicative for the type of activities that immigrant enterprises are involved in.
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Table 5.6

Sector distribution of survey enterprises (N=29)

Personal services
Door-to-door services
Travel Agents
Au pair Recruitment
Business services (nurse recruitment)
Catering
Restaurant/café
Bed and Breakfast
Catering on events (on the side)
Trade (retail/wholesale)
Production/Manufacturing

15
9
4
2
1
10
2
3
5
14
2

Source: Own fieldwork.

Clearly, the Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs who participated in the present study have
organized business linkages both within and beyond the domestic context, serving or exploiting markets in local up to transnational spaces. Since entrepreneurs do not need to
specify the geographical scope of their activities when registering their venture at the Dutch
Chambers of Commerce, it is not possible to examine for all Filipino business(wo)men in the
Netherlands whether they are making use of opportunities, or even creating niches, on a
global level. The survey proves that this comprises a significant phenomenon worth paying
particular attention to: only 10 of the 29 Filipino business ventures operated in a purely
domestic field; of the remaining 19 cases that crossed borders, only one did so without
connection to the Philippines. Thus, 18 business ventures maintained transnational businesses linkages. Half of these involved impersonal business contacts with firms “back home,”
the other half could be considered “narrow transnational business ventures” as the immigrant was personally accountable—to some extent—for the overseas business operations.
These narrow transnational entrepreneurial linkages took three forms: either the immigrants themselves owned a business in the Philippines which they established after they had
come to the Netherlands (three cases); or they had helped found and still co-managed a
business owned by close relatives (three cases); or they paid their own kin and/or friends in
the Philippines to do work for their Dutch-based business (three cases)—in this latter type,
no business was officially registered in the Philippines. In all, a considerable number of the
Filipino entrepreneurs in the survey were proactive in forming joint ventures and strategic
alliances across the borders of the country of settlement, often within the context of preexisting social relations.

5.6 Business success and objectives
Notwithstanding its noted shortcomings, the trade register kept by the Dutch Chambers of
Commerce is useful to follow quantitative developments and trends within (immigrant)
entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. It also sheds some light on the success of the businesses, although, as I will argue below, this success is then rather narrowly defined.
One indicator of entrepreneurial success that can be derived from the trade register is
the survival rate, or viability, of the enterprises. On the individual level, this can be deduced
from the years of existence of the enterprise; on the group level, one can consider the yearly
loss among the selected group of entrepreneurs. Van den Tillaart analyzed the latter in the
Monitor-2000 and points out that, between 1992 and 2000, primarily the first year after the
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start accounted for the considerably lower survival rates of immigrant entrepreneurs compared to that of native entrepreneurs. In other words, most business closures happened
within or shortly after the first year following establishment, and this happened to immigrants far more often than to natives (2001, 59). The author furthermore indicates that
certain ethnic populations displayed a significantly better viability performance than others
and in this respect explicitly advances Filipinos (together with Chinese, Italian, Hungarian,
and Egyptians) as the more successful entrepreneurs in the Netherlands (ibid., 60): in 2000,
eight years after the start of the business, nearly half of the Filipino entrepreneurs were still
in business, in contrast to one third of all immigrant entrepreneurs together and only
slightly over one third of all entrepreneurs (see table 5.7).

Table 5.7

Survival rates of all 1992-starters, all immigrant 1992-starters, and Filipino 1992-starters (%)

X years after start (1992)
General total
All immigrants (first-generation non-western)
Filipinos

1
76
73
88

2
62
58
76

3
53
50
59

4
48
44
53

5
44
40
53

6
40
37
53

7
38
35
47

8
36
33
47

Source: Data from Van den Tillaart 2001, app. 3, table 21.

This is rather remarkable in view of the noted lack of a business tradition or proclivity
towards entrepreneurship among this ethnic group (Light 2001; Spaan, Van Naerssen, and
Van den Tillaart 2005; own fieldwork). What then does explain their greater business success—in terms of viability or survival—is an issue that the Monitor-2000 does not go into. As
I will reason below and will substantiate in the following chapters, we may find some clues
for the viability of Filipino enterprise when we consider more profoundly the objectives that
immigrant entrepreneurs pursue. Such analysis at the same time proves that it is difficult, or
even deficient, to make any conclusive statements on business success if we define this
merely in terms of their yearly loss (as for a specified group of entrepreneurs) or years of
existence (as for individual enterprises).
While at the end of 2005—the end of the main fieldwork period—eight of the surveyed
ventures existed already for over 10 years, eight enterprises existed between five and 10
years, and another eight companies were established less than five years before.17 For
obvious reasons, it is especially for this latter group of businesses difficult—and risky—to
pass on a reliable judgment on their viability, the more since several of the “younger” business owner-operators explicated they still considered their business in the starting up phase
and doubted whether they would be able to subsist. Moreover, some of the “older” entrepreneurs indicated that they, the first years of their business career, had operated only “low
profile” and were “truly in business only since a couple of years”—or that their business for
long had been “quite inactive, not really more than a name registered at the Chambers of
Commerce.” Thus when simply taking the years of existence as a yardstick, the Filipino
businesses in the survey do quite well; yet expressions like the ones above indicate that this
criterion on its own is rather inconsequential to make a convincing claim about their actual
performance, and thus success—or failure.
In a similar way, it can be reasoned that the entrepreneurial success of an immigrant
group cannot be adequately measured by merely taking into account the portion of their
Two enterprises had already closed down when I first met the immigrant owner-operators; three
enterprises shut down between my personal visit and this 2005-inventory (of the online trade register).

17
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business closures in a given period, the other yardstick for success used in the Monitor2000. Consider the case of Juliet (INT17), briefly described in the introduction of chapter 2:
eight years after this woman established her business, she closed down—not, as she repeatedly emphasized during our meetings, because of disappointing revenues, but simply because she felt she had accomplished her goal: proven, first and foremost to herself, that she
was able to operate an economically viable business all by herself. For Juliet, the business
was not about making money though, but about challenging herself, testing her capabilities,
and “just doing something different from what [she] had done before”—which was precisely
also the reason why she ended her entrepreneurial career: it was “once again time to move
on to a new adventure.” Entrepreneurs do not necessarily drop out because of wretched
economic gains, and, more generally, not all business closures carry tragedies—the business
owner-operators may simply have found a more attractive alternative.
Thus neither the years of existence nor the number of drop outs captures the real level
of activity or the economic performance of the enterprises; nor do these measures give
insight into other aspects of entrepreneurship that sensibly also relate to its success, such as
the number of people relying on the business income, the extent to which the business
allows the owner-operators to develop social relations, or the level to which it equips them
with new skills or competencies which they can also use in other spheres of life. Let alone
that these measures reckon with the more psychological yields—or harms—that running a
business may entail. Therefore, at the same time as the “survival yardstick” is deemed
inconsequential to define success, neither traditional performance criteria such as profitability, cash flow, or growing numbers of employees are likely always accurate meters of
success (Flap, Kumcu, and Bulder 2000; Greenbank 2001). These business aspects may
underestimate success since, even when a business is not profitable or growing, the entrepreneur might be accomplishing other goals that are important to him or her. As argued
before (chapter 3), business(wo)men do not necessarily pursue “strategic objectives” alone,
they may also pursue more “personal objectives.” This is precisely what most studies on
immigrant entrepreneurship seem to ignore. At the very least, immigrants’ business practices are habitually characterized by economic or financial indicators such as size, turnover
rates, or profit margins. In doing so, immigrant entrepreneurs are often implicitly assumed
to run business for economic reasons—usually to survive their marginalized position in the
receiving society (Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001; Basu 2006; Cologna 2005; Essers 2008;
Kanas, Van Tubergen, and Van der Lippe 2009), sometimes, from a more positive stance, to
take advantage of “capitalist opportunities” (Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 2007). Yet
if we are to truly understand the success of their entrepreneurial pursuits, we must know
why immigrants engaged in business and what objectives they pursue, i.e. what meaning(s)
they themselves attach to being an entrepreneur. Thus it is the perspective of the entrepreneur that must be taken as the primary road to understanding. That notion winds up this
first encounter with the Filipino entrepreneurs and their entrepreneurial activities in the
Netherlands. This exploratory glance forms the basis for more detailed representation, and
interpretation, of these immigrants’ business involvements in the following chapters.

5.7 Conclusion
The widespread perception of Filipino migrants as a group that usually rather easily succeeds on foreign labor markets, together with their conception as an exemplary group of
migrants that does not show great interest in business—in fact, lacks a business tradition—
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raises the questions of why some of them started a business on foreign shores and of how
they operate their ventures, as well as of what role this occupation plays, or what meaning(s) being an entrepreneur has, in their daily lives. This chapter offered an overview of a
number of features of Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. These features in turn
summon questions such as: does the high incidence of part-time business operators imply
that business for most of them does not comprise an economic need to survive in an exclusionist context—or is it perhaps exactly the last straw these immigrants cling onto to stay
put in the Netherlands? Is the strong co-ethnic orientation of the Filipino entrepreneurs a
deliberate choice and more appealing than catering to a general market, a defensive solution
to a lack of alternatives, or some kind of “natural” or self-evident decision? Is transnational
entrepreneurship a strategy enforced by the impossibility of gaining a secure economic
foothold in the country of settlement or is it an eagerly chosen means of taking advantage of
opportunities emerging in two settings? In short: are Filipinos driven by an internal motivation to pursue business or have specific external conditions pushed them into this? What
role has, for instance, the bicultural marriage in which many of the Filipinas are involved in
the way they (re) constitute their identities, work out their lives in the Netherlands, and, as
part of that, run their enterprises? Does the gendered, ethnicized, and racialized identity
with which these women are imbued in so many studies on their global travels and overseas
sojourns play any role in their business decisions?
This thesis does not seek simple either/or answers (as some of the above questions
may insinuate), but addresses the conditions under which Filipino immigrant entrepreneurship emerges, what internal and external factors and processes explain its operational
features, and what meanings the owner-operators attach to this pursuit. Thus the following
chapters consider the processes and factors that account for both the commonalities and the
variations in the Filipinos’ identities and activities—in their shared existence as immigrant
business(wo)men. In so doing, the thesis’ focus now shifts from business to entrepreneur,
and from “hard data” to “lived experiences.”
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6.
Caterers: building and offering a home away from home
Mid-2000, Tambuli, a Dutch magazine on Philippine issues, wrote of Eric who had listed for
sale what he claimed was the “last remaining Pinoy-owned restaurant in the country,”
located in the Dutch capital Amsterdam (Stoer 2000). Two and a half years later, I met Eric,
who by that time had indeed sold his business and had started another business—a guesthouse—in the city centre of Amsterdam. Another Filipino had taken over his restaurant; as it
turned out, this new owner had run the same place years before and at that time had in fact
been Eric’s employer. I also visited this man, Ding. Notwithstanding some previous shortlived attempts by other co-ethnics to establish a Filipino eatery, both Eric and Ding claimed
their establishment was the only one of its kind in the Netherlands. Though their claim was
not entirely correct considering advertisements in the Munting Nayon indicated the existence of another Filipino restaurant keeper elsewhere in the Netherlands, it surely was not
far from the truth. My years of involvement in the Filipino community—and deliberate
search for Filipino entrepreneurs—did not uncover any Filipino restaurant or eatery besides
these two.1
Data from the Dutch trade register also indicates that the catering/restaurant sector is
notably less popular among Filipino entrepreneurs than among other immigrants, the first
generation in particular. Van den Tillaart’s analysis of these data (2001, app. 3, table 8)
specifies that 14 percent of all 153 Filipino firms in 2000 were active in the catering industry—compared to over one quarter of all firms run by first-generation non-western immigrants. In the subsequent years, Filipino participation in this sector decreased even further:
Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart mention a rate of 8 percent in 2004 (2005, 252),
while as of 2008, only 6.4 percent of all Filipino entrepreneurs had business in the restaurant/catering sector (CBS/KvK 2008).
While there are thus rather few Filipino entrepreneurs in catering, still, it surprised me
how little known these business(wo)men were among their compatriots. To my experience,
Filipino business(wo)men were generally quite conspicuous within the small Filipino community, just because of their—for this group rather unusual—occupation.2 Indeed, fieldwork
established “home cooking” and catering for private parties or community events to be a
popular, but usually informal and occasional pursuit among Filipina women; but none of my
Filipino informants referred me to any other Filipino running a bistro, café, pension, or other
public catering establishment—none, until I met Godwin, who himself owned a Bed &
Breakfast (hereafter B&B) in Amsterdam. This one meeting suddenly revealed a hidden
cluster of Filipino entrepreneurs in the catering sector.
This “hidden cluster” is central to this chapter, which primarily draws on the personal
narratives of five Filipinos whose stories are closely intertwined with a number of other
Filipino entrepreneurs in the catering industry. Rather than focusing on the business activities, the chapter highlights the common threads of experiences of these entrepreneurial
1 Unfortunately, this other restaurant keeper was one of the few Filipino entrepreneurs who turned down my
request for participation in the research.
2 As noted before, a striking exception to this (or in fact: a striking other exception to this) were entrepreneurs
in the business services sector; an explanation for their “neglect” may be that one may not easily associate
activities such as accountancy, automation, consultancy, and the like with entrepreneurship, unlike activities
such as trading, organizing travels, or, as in this context, catering.
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immigrants, as these provide more interesting insights into the processes of their identity
(re)construction and re-embedding in the Netherlands and the role of their entrepreneurial
involvement in these processes. For a large part, the chapter revolves around the story of
Rene, whose migration led to that of others, and whose entrepreneurial pursuits inspired
others as well. The first section describes how his life evolved from “random chance to more
stability.” The next section elaborates on how he coincidentally found “a new calling” and
how this new calling contributed to the increased involvement of Filipinos in—what one of
the respondents labeled—the “B&B-industry” in the city of Amsterdam. In section 6.3, the
bonds between the participants in this industry are further analyzed, which answers how
and why this group of Filipino entrepreneurs has stayed so strikingly invisible to “the Filipino community” in the Netherlands. Section 6.4 goes on to discuss the business objectives of
the Filipino caterers. Taking up the central research question, section 6.5 reviews and
critically reflects on the motivations for and objectives in a business in this industry, and
thus dilates on what meanings being a caterer may have. Important aspect addressed here
are the identity negotiations of the interviewed Filipinos, that is, their social boundary
setting and privileging of some identities while suppressing of others (Gonzales 1998, 19).
This results in an assessment of the value of a transnational perspective for our understanding of these men’s entrepreneurial engagement (section 6.6). As will be concluded in the
final section, the story of this chapter poses a challenge to two homogenizing tendencies, in
respectively the literature on immigrant entrepreneurship and in the transnationalism
literature.

6.1 Rene: from random chance to more stability
Godwin runs a B&B in the city of Amsterdam, centrally though inconspicuously located in a
typical canal house built in 1777. I found him through his (one-time) advertisement in a
Philippine newsletter. It was the lay-out of the advertisement that caught my specific attention: whereas the name of his B&B, Barangay, is a common Tagalog term for “small village,”
the underlined last syllable in particular fanned my interest. A check on the company website confirmed my guess as it revealed that the hosts “Wimmo and God (as he is called by his
friends) are two easy-going guys sharing their lives together since 1996.” At that time, both
Godwin’s entrepreneurial engagement in the catering industry as well as his domestic
condition—living together with a Dutch male partner—seemed to be an exceptional story
within the context of Philippine resettlement in the Netherlands.
Soon enough though, it turned out to be not all that unique—though no less remarkable.
As Godwin elucidated the first time we met, August 2002, other Filipinos had come and built a
new life in the Netherlands under fairly similar conditions as he had. Providing me the names
and addressees of his personal Filipino acquaintances, I later on personally learnt from
several of these others how their migration histories and resettlement trajectories were
strikingly alike—and in fact also closely related to one another. In these conversations, Rene
was repeatedly named as the pioneer in the new direction their lives had taken. Several of my
informants emphasized that “it all started with Rene,” with which they referred either to their
migration to the Netherlands or to their current entrepreneurial engagement—or to both.
When I, some weeks after my meeting with Godwin, visit Rene and tell him that various
Filipinos called him the trailblazer to the Netherlands, he smilingly confirms he set in motion
other people’s crossings. Yet, he continues, he himself had his own predecessors too. Friends
had gone ahead of him and encouraged by their ebullient stories of the open social climate and
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tolerant mentality in this country he decided to undertake this venture too. Rene openly
displays his strong dislike of his country of origin and his eagerness to get away from it:
I just wanted to go away from the Philippines. I was not happy there. I am born in the wrong country,
really! I was always frustrated there. Nothing functions right there, you know. These rotten politicians, the mentality there. I had always dreamt of getting away there. And the Netherlands seemed
so much better. (INT10)

A free ticket from his sister, who was employed by Philippine Airlines, provided him the
opportunity to chase this dream and to experience the Netherlands for himself. In the late
1970s, he, 24 years old, left a good job as an interior decorator in Cagayan de Oro City, on the
island of Mindanao, and came to the Netherlands. A distant relative in the capital of Amsterdam received and hosted him. For all his high expectations, this first encounter with the
Netherlands turned out not entirely blessed. While Rene “fell in love with the country as
soon as [he] set foot on it,” private problems in his host family forced him to go back to the
Philippines within a short time. Determinedly he saved so he could return to the Netherlands
as soon as possible. He did so in 1980 and this time took Robin with him, a good friend from
his hometown. Though the two men went without any clear ideas on where to live or how to
make a living, for Rene it was beyond dispute that, this time, he would stay:
Well, you know … Filipinos always go on holidays [laughs]. But why go back if it is better there? You
think I cared about my visa? I was young, I was still in my twenties. I thought … I am going to marry
someone, or whatever. I am going to do what I have to do, but I will stay. No matter what. (INT10)

Rene’s determination as well as the enthusiastic stories he communicated to his hometown
in the Philippines in turn appealed to others. Two years upon Rene’s—and Robin’s—arrival,
his friend Elton came to the Netherlands, his ticket advanced by Rene. Another two years
later, Rene’s cousin Eric came over, as he himself explains on the strong advice of his uncle:
Life in the Philippines before I came here … Well, actually, I had a real good life in the Philippines. I
worked at the bank as an accountant, I had a paid job. Everything okay. But still something was
wrong. Because, you know, I am gay. And in the Philippines, it is not easy to be gay. The Philippines is
not as open as Europe. Or the Netherlands. Rene was already here, for the same reason you know. Actually, he is the cousin of my father, so my uncle. So I wrote him a letter and asked him “How is life in
Amsterdam?” And all he answered was “Come here immediately!” Well, of course, I had already
heard some stories from him. That life here was so open and people so friendly. Freedom for gay, that
kind of stuff. That people are friendly and respectful. You respect me, I respect you, that mentality,
you know. So I just packed my things and left. (INT13)

Apparently, Rene and Eric had similar reasons to come to the Netherlands. Both men recount
how their migration had nothing to do with a search for better economic prospects, unlike
for so many of their compatriots. In fact, they—and as they explicate Elton and Robin as
well—came from rather wealthy families and had had good jobs before they left their country of birth. Rather than an economic need, all four had more emotional motives to leave the
Philippines and come to the Netherlands, hoping—expecting—here to find more acceptance
of and freedom to express their homosexuality.
Those first years of their new lives in the Netherlands, in the early 1980s, Rene, Robin,
Elton, and Eric closely consorted together, confronting the unknown environment side by
side. Compared to the comfortable lives they had had in the Philippines, they now had to
take for granted a much more insecure existence. Expiration of their tourist visas soon
forced them to “hide in illegality” and made them—despite their good educations in the
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Philippines—accept any job that came on their way. They cleaned houses, washed dishes, or
carried luggage in hostels. Though somewhat frustrated with the menial jobs he was forced
to take, Rene nostalgically narrates how much he liked his new life full of adventure: “It was
fast, changing, never knowing what to expect. Every day was a new challenge. And nobody to
tell me what to do or how to behave; life was all mine.” That life, for him and, so he stresses,
for his homosexual friends, was “so much easier” that they did not think about returning to
the Philippines—or moving elsewhere.
Nonetheless, after some years of this “adventurous life” without any form of security,
Rene started to desire a more stable life. Above all, he wanted the assurance that he would
not be deported from the Netherlands—a threat which he had only narrowly escaped several
times before, when migration services showed up unexpectedly in the places where he
worked illegally. By that time, his friend Robin had already left what Rene recalls as their “life
in the margins”: he had settled down with a Dutch partner, had become a formal resident of
the Netherlands, and had established a small general shop in the suburbs of the city. Inspired
by his friend and driven by his strong wish to stay, Rene placed a personal ad in the local
newspaper and so came in contact with Dutchman Job. Not concealing his initial ulterior
motives to get in touch with a native man, he immediately and against all odds fell in love, and
as his feelings were reciprocated soon both men decided to live together. Job’s willingness to
act as a guarantor for his Filipino boyfriend was, indeed, Rene’s way out of illegality.3
Rene’s first official job was as a cook in a Mexican restaurant. Working there, he gained
experience in the kitchen and got the idea to start a restaurant of his own. Too often he had
yet experienced how his insufficient command of the Dutch language had limited his chances
to obtain a satisfactory job on the regular labor market. Running his own restaurant business, even though not the occupation of his first choice, seemed to him more attractive than
accepting jobs below his qualifications, as well as manageable in view of the skills needed.
Besides, a business would give him more freedom than paid employment would. The only
impediment to turn his idea into practice was lack of funds. This changed when he met Ding,
in the mid-1980s.

Ding: worldwide searching to be his own boss
A sole wanderer, always looking for new experiences, following my heart, and doing what I do and
like best. I always want to be the best in what I do you know. And I like to take risks, life without risks
is boring. Most importantly, I want to make my own decisions; I am the only one to live my life, I
won’t let another walk away with it. (Ding, INT11)

With those words, Ding typifies himself and summarizes his eventful life. As he says, the
business spirit—to him meaning a risk taking attitude and craving for independence—was
ingrained in him ever since early childhood. Born in 1947 in Manila as the youngest of
twelve, he was raised to assert himself and be independent, so much more since his parents
ran an import/export company and continuously traveled back and forth between the
Philippines and the U.S. To Ding, his parents are the living proof of the success one can have
by working hard and determinedly, taking chances, and not losing one’s heart upon setbacks.
Yet he was taught that true wealth is not in money, but in health, personal achievement, and
self-sufficiency. Already at age 17, he, with some financial backup of his parents, started his

3 To apply for a residence permit in the Netherlands, foreign nationals need a sponsor (referent) in the
Netherlands, either a person or an organization, who guarantees that the applicant has sufficient means of
income while in the country (www.ind.nl).
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own clothing business in Manila, next to his college study in Banking. More than “those
dreary lectures,” making fashion and designing were his primary interest and passion, an
outlet for his creative spirit. Even though his family was “quite well-off” and “money was
never a real issue,” he took care of his own expenses already at a young age and worked his
way through school. After graduation, Ding migrated to San Francisco, U.S., to join his family—who by then had settled there permanently. Here, he continued designing and making
clothes, now on an informal basis along with having a full-time job at a bank.
After some years though, he needed a change, both from his “boring desktop job” as
well as “from the fabrics”—the latter since he had developed an allergy to certain textiles.
Since everybody praised his cooking and cooking was in fact his “other craze in life,” he now
started thinking about establishing his own restaurant. In order to improve his cooking and
entrepreneurial skills, he followed a 2-year course in hotel and catering management. As
Ding says, it was his “Asian karma” that he during that time by coincidence met an old
girlfriend, who had had an eatery in Manila and now intended to start up such venture anew
in San Francisco. They decided to jointly take the chance. Together with a third friend, in
1982 they opened restaurant Mango Bay—which was according to Ding the “first decent
Filipino eatery” in San Francisco. However, running a business in partnership was not his
preference; increasingly fierce arguments on management issues urged the trio to close
down the business after two years, even though the business was fairly successful. To
sustain himself, Ding accepted a job with a large catering firm, yet soon feeling bored and
tired of not being his own boss, he started dreaming of new adventure. The European continent, where he had been on holidays a couple of times to visit friends in several countries,
started appealing more and more.
In the mid-1980s, he, hoping for the best, packed just one suitcase and crossed the Atlantic Ocean. First in Paris and next in Düsseldorf, he explored the possibilities of starting a
restaurant, helped by friends who knew the way around each city and who provided him
with a cheap place to stay. In both cities, he had a disappointing experience: the French
capital appeared too expensive to start a business, and his friend in Germany, with whom he
had agreed to start a business in Düsseldorf, withdrew at the very last moment—when Ding
had already moved from Paris to the German city. Once again, Ding was forced to content
himself with work as an employee, this time in the restaurant of a Filipina friend. Working in
someone else’s kitchen only fueled his dream of operating his own bistro. Now Amsterdam
in the Netherlands came into the picture; also here he had been on visit several times before
and each time had been happily surprised by the city’s easy-going, open atmosphere:
Actually, it is my favorite city. I don’t know why [laughs]. I just feel at home, I just feel comfortable in
Amsterdam … Ever since I first came here, just on holidays, I already preferred Amsterdam to Düsseldorf. (INT11)

Besides, as Ding believed, multicultural and vivid Amsterdam would probably provide more
feasible business opportunities than the “dull city of Düsseldorf.” Thinking back of Rene,
whom he had met during one of his visits and who, as he then had found out, shared his
dream to start a restaurant, he thought it was worth a chance. From Germany, Ding contacted his old acquaintance and brought up their mutual dream and his determination and
impatience to turn that dream into reality. At the end of that single phone call, both men—
Ding smilingly recalls—had agreed that Rene, knowing the way around in the Dutch capital,
would go in search for a suitable place to establish their joint eatery.
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At Mango Bay: a dream realized?
Ding soon got the liberating call from Rene, who had spotted a good opportunity to establish
their eatery and urged Ding to come and join him as soon as possible. Ding indeed immediately stopped his job as a cook in Düsseldorf, packed his few personal belongings, and once
again moved on the assumption he would finally realize his dream. This time his assumption
proved right: the same year (1987) Rene and Ding opened the doors of “At Mango Bay,” the
more practical matters mostly taken care of by Rene and the starting capital primarily
originating from and partly advanced to Rene by Ding’s savings from his “hard work and
sober living out of the suitcase.” Proudly, Ding recalls At Mango Bay was the first Filipinoowned bistro serving Filipino food in the Netherlands. Eric, Rene’s nephew who had come
over to the country some years before and till then had earned his money with irregular and
menial jobs, was employed as a waiter and dishwasher. Thirteen years after the restaurant’s
opening, Eric recounts in the magazine Tambuli:
At first, it was full house. The Philippines were in the news a lot, with the revolution, the flight of
Marcos, and Aquino taking office. We noticed that: the customers were curious about the Philippine kitchen and on the tables there was plenty of discussion about the latest developments in the
country. We were not the only restaurant in Amsterdam, by the way. In the same year, Adobo
started, one year later Fiesta Filipina. But that one closed down already soon, while Adobo closed
in 1996. Later, there was also Road to Manila, but that one didn’t last long either. Only At Mango
Bay is left. (Stoer 2000, 23; translated from Dutch)

Notably, as indicated earlier, when this interview with Eric was published, Rene and Ding
were no longer running the restaurant—Eric himself was, his ownership of the supposedly
only Filipino eatery left in the country being the occasion for the interview. And Eric would
be the owner for only a few more months, as I found out when we met two years later.
In the 13 years of its existence, the restaurant experienced some turbulence. Each of the
three men recount how their eatery in the first years was quite successful. While both Ding
and Rene explain this by the novelty of their cuisine, Eric suggests there was also the public
fascination with the political turmoil in the Philippines and the strong international solidarity movement that contributed to a thriving start of the business. Ironically, the same unstable circumstances that drove Filipinos away from their native soil now helped these men
establish a new life on the other side of the globe. Apparently, Ding and Rene, claiming to be
the first Filipino restaurant keepers in the Netherlands, were not the only ones who catered
to this newly emerged niche; in the late 1980s, several fellow countrymen also started
restaurants in Amsterdam, serving their national dishes too. Yet these ventures were shortlived, as the owner-operators, according to Ding, were unable to cope with the stiff competition in the Asian cuisine market. At Mango Bay too had difficulties keeping afloat in a city
abundant with foreign, and often cheaper, eateries. Yet, as Ding explains, personal reasons
rather than competition with other restaurants played the main role in the gradual breakdown of the business. The first five years, Rene and Ding jointly managed the restaurant and
made, as the first says, “very reasonable money.” Nonetheless, in 1992, the business partners
decided to split up, according to Ding mostly because of their diverging visions on how to
pursue business. Illustrating his strong desire for autonomy he says:
We had problems. It did not work anymore. You know, when you have a partner, you have problems.
It is better to work on your own. Because when it doesn’t work, you have nobody else to blame. You
cannot get upset with anybody. So that is why I left. (INT11)
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Like he had done in the U.S., Ding bought himself out of the business because of disagreements with the business partner and went his own way, leaving Rene to run the place on his
own.

6.2 Rene: taking a new direction and taking others along
Upon Ding’s departure from the business in 1992, Rene continued as the sole operator of At
Mango Bay for one year more. However, he did so without enthusiasm:
I still had that restaurant at that time. But I was deeply unhappy with it. I just was not happy with
the situation. I knew already for some time that I did not want to have a restaurant anymore. I just
don’t like to work at night. It is simple as that. It was just emergency then, you know. The only jobs I
could get were stupid jobs, where I had to work with these numbskulls. So that is why I started this
business. But a good friend of mine, he already had a B&B. I met him on the streets one day and I
asked him what he did. Which was a B&B. So we talked about it and then I thought “I want that too.”
That’s how it went. I just met this guy in the street and he told me he had a B&B and that it ran
smoothly. So I asked him how he ran a business like that and he explained it to me. So that is how I
got the idea to do this. It was just a coincident. (INT10)

Thus, for Rene, his Philippine university degree had been no ticket to bypass the restaurant
business; this type of business had simply been a means of economic survival, made possible
by the funding and expertise from a co-ethnic friend. Had he had another choice, he would not
have opted for this kind of business, which is noted for its relatively easy entrance requirements yet also for its long hours and hard work. After six years of running the restaurant, he,
as he phrases it, “by coincidence” got the idea, and opportunity, to establish a B&B. Hence, as
soon as a better alternative came up, Rene left the restaurant sector. This alternative was
provided by another compatriot’s success story, perfectly timed at the onset of a new stage in
Rene’s life: with his Dutch partner Job, Rene had just bought a monumental mansion on one of
the most popular avenues in Amsterdam, meant to become their home. As their new house
had more than enough room to rent out to tourists, Rene in 1994 passed on his restaurant to
his nephew Eric and opened his guesthouse, then only consisting of a couple of rooms in his
private home. While initially his Dutch partner Job was his dormant business partner and still
had work outside, soon enough “it all went off swimmingly” and the business produced
sufficient income to sustain their household, allowing Job to quit his paid job and become a
working partner. As with his migration to the Netherlands, Rene’s turn in business would find
a following. In fact, his initiative directly and indirectly contributed to the emergence of what
Godwin in our latest meeting in early 2007 labeled a “new industry.”

The rise of an “industry”
From 1993 to 2000, Eric ran At Mango Bay together with a Tunisian friend. Gracing the
menu with cocktails appealingly named Secret Swiss Bank, Imelda’s Shoes, Hawaiian Exile,
and Monkey Business, he sought to prickle the interest in the Philippine cuisine of the early
days. However, the niche of the olden days was less profitable as it once was. As Eric explains
to me, the novelty had worn off; and being located outside the city centre, it became more
and more difficult to attract people who did not already know about his place. Business
performance slowly went down until it yielded just enough to pay for the daily expenses.
Eric, like Rene, increasingly started to dislike the long working days, especially under the
mounting stress on how to survive. Besides, his “entrepreneurial spirit” fed his desire for
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change. For him, 13 years working in the same business (first as a dishwasher and waiter,
next as the co-owner-operator) had been enough; it was time to take on new challenges.
Initially, Eric considered starting a business in clothing—his mother had had her own
clothing business for over forty years, and he had grown up among the fabrics and “naturally
developed a fancy for fashion.” In fact, he himself (like Ding) had had his own clothing
business in the Philippines, together with his sister. Nonetheless, Eric opted otherwise, again
inspired by his uncle Rene who convinced him of the ease of operating a B&B (especially
compared to the demanding restaurant business) and of the stability of the market since
“Amsterdam would always attract tourists in need of a place to sleep.” Together with his
personal predilection for “meeting and talking with people” as well as for “doing some
cleaning and cooking, just taking care of other people’s well-being,” Eric thought a B&B was
worth a try. In 2000, he sold the restaurant and established a guesthouse—like his uncle in
his private dwelling in the city centre of Amsterdam.
Eric was not the first to follow Rene’s entrepreneurial footsteps though: in 1999, Godwin had also established a B&B in Amsterdam, three years after his arrival in the Netherlands. In 1994, Godwin had been in the country for the first time, on invitation by his sister
and her Dutch spouse in Alkmaar. Like Rene and Eric, he had immediately “fallen in love
with the country” and back in the Philippines decided he wanted to return and settle down
here. Under the guise of study plans, he came back to the Netherlands in 1996, again initially
hosted by his sister. Yet Rene, whom he had met during his vacation two years before, soon
offered him a place to stay in his B&B in Amsterdam. Rene needed a helping hand in his
growing business and for Godwin, Amsterdam was “the place to be” in the Netherlands—
especially “for our kind of people,” as Godwin chuckling and meaningfully adds, hinting at his
homosexuality. Instead of studying, he earned some pocket money in Rene’s B&B. While
Rene taught him how to clean and cook (in the Philippines, Godwin had never needed to do
any household chores), Godwin, with a college degree in economy, in turn instructed Rene
how to keep his administration.
Godwin remembers his first years in the Netherlands visibly with great pleasure. For
him, like for the other Filipinos previously quoted, his migration to the Netherlands was a
liberating experience. While life in the Philippines had been good by material standards, he
had always felt restricted in his doings. His parents, in the upper class, had forced him to
follow a study which he actually did not like; more generally, he had always felt himself the
odd one out because his lifestyle did not meet the expectations of his family. Living in the
Netherlands offered him the chance to live an independent life, free to do whatever he
wanted and “to be who he really was.” The group of friends to which he was introduced by
Rene immediately made him feel at home; here, for the first time really, he found himself
accepted in kindred spirits, inducted in a congenial group. It was also in this group that
Godwin met Dutchman Wimmo, with whom he soon started a love relationship. This relationship ultimately offered him the legal permission to settle down in the country permanently. At first living apart from each other but longing for more time together, both men
were interested in copying Rene’s way of life: to find themselves a nice building where they
could live together and at the same time also make a living. As Godwin explains, even though
his educational qualifications would allow him to “pick up whatever well-paid white-collar
job,” this was not the kind of work nor the kind of life he aspired; a “regular nine-to-five job
would kill [him].” However, as regards the work in a guesthouse, he says:
You know, I had seen it there [in Rene’s B&B], how to do it. It was not that difficult you know. It was
quite an easy way to make money [laughs]. And also live a nice life. Because well … you simply live
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your life, like doing cleaning, doing some cooking, but then it is just not for yourself alone, but with
guests in your house. And I like to meet with new people, and I like talking and chatting, you see. So it
is perfect! (INT2B)

Realization of their plan was not that easy though, Godwin recalls. As he and his partner both
had only a small income from their part-time jobs, they lacked the funds to buy and renovate
the old canal house they had laid their eyes on. Yet, for once, Godwin laughingly says, his
“boring economy study” was useful, helping him to write a professional business plan meant
to obtain a bank loan. But even with a “well-wrought plan” it took the couple quite some
persistence and persuasion power to succeed: only after approaching “some 15 to 20 banks”
did Godwin and Wimmo manage to borrow the money to buy and build their home and
business – at the same instant.
Recapitulating: Rene in 1994, Godwin in 1999, and Eric in 2000: three Filipinos starting a
B&B in Amsterdam, each one in imitation of a befriended predecessor. But this chain reaction
did not stop there, as Godwin explains to me when I visit him for the third time in 2007:
Ken was the very first, and one year later, Rene followed him. From then on, it just grew and grew.
Really, it has become an industry in Amsterdam. Because, when we started, there were just seven or
eight, you know, like eight years ago or so. But now, I think there are at least some 100 B&Bs here in
Amsterdam. The concept has really broken through in the Netherlands. (INT2C)

While here referring to the general breakthrough of the business concept, Godwin also
emphasizes, with obvious enthusiasm, how the concept has found remarkable following
among his own acquaintances—most of them Filipinos too and then often, like the three men
mentioned above, in cooperation with their Dutch life partners. Laughingly, he says: “It is
like a Filipino mafia,” with this alluding not just to their involvement in a similar line of
business but also to the strong solidarity ties between them, as if they all belong to one
family. Perhaps, in view of Godwin’s repeated claims that they had “become quite known,” he
refers also to the spreading of their influence over the inner-city of Amsterdam—as this is
where all established their guesthouses. As Godwin enumerates, Elton (the one who had
followed Rene to the Netherlands) had started a hair salon many years ago, yet recently
established a B&B next to this. Another Filipino friend, Rico4, started a B&B upon the end of
his lease of a coffee bar. Giorgio, Dani, and two more men, all four of Philippine origin, had
also engaged in the sector. And there are more, Godwin goes on to tell:
You know, they all started because of me. Like Giorgio, he is a good friend of us, and he first worked
in our place. They all first worked here and then they just started for themselves. So I helped them to
start a B&B he. At least seven I have helped. And then, like Giorgio for example, I helped him and then
he helped Dani. And now this Dani is doing it to another guy, also Filipino. So it really goes from one
to another, just like a rolling ball. (INT2C)

Supporting his claim, the first two times that I visit Godwin at his place, I observe another
Filipino to be working and living in his B&B; and each subsequent meeting Godwin explicates how these (informal) employees in the meantime had become legal residents and
started their own guesthouse. Also at the time of our third meeting, a young Filipino student

4 Rico (INT9) also personally participated in the research, yet for the development of the plot in this chapter,
his story has not received specific attention. Besides, this man had less opportunity to elaborate in great
length on his life history, resulting in less detailed material to represent. Still I got the gist of his story, which,
for the sake of the argument in this chapter, is worthwhile retelling too; therefore, I have included the main
events of his life, and his personal sentiments on these, in textbox 6.1.
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is “helping out,” though Godwin presents this more as his act of loyalty to the newcomer than
a real necessity to his business success, emphasizing this arrangement helps the student to
get to know the “real Amsterdam way of life” while Godwin simultaneously teaches him the
ropes of the business—like Rene had done to him. Convincingly, Godwin asserts his current
“pupil” will stay in the Netherlands upon graduation, as also he is gay and would not want to
go back to “that conservative country.” Godwin neither rules out the possibility the young
man will eventually begin his own guesthouse too.
They themselves being inspired by friends, these men’s own enthusiasm in turn thus
proved infectious to others in their social environment. Seemingly more important than the
contribution of the (informal) help of their compatriots to the business performance, these
job opportunities function as a stepping stone for new entrepreneurship. While there is
nothing new in the facilitating and encouraging role of social relations in business formation,
it is worthwhile to pay some specific attention to the social context in which this niche was
first discovered and next increasingly exploited.

Textbox 6.1

Rico’s story

The little coffee bar near the city center of Amsterdam does not show any sign of the operator’s
Filipino origin. Yet posters on the wall do show some gay-orientation. When I explain my interest in
his story, he being an entrepreneur coming from the Philippines, Rico spontaneously cries out he
“luckily does not have anything to do with that country anymore.” As he claims, his bonds to his
country of birth stay limited to a phone call or two a year. Since he came to the Netherlands, in the
early nineties, he has gone back twice – the first time after nine years, the second time last year, and
not because of his own desire but because of urgent family affairs. Both visits were, not unexpectedly, disappointing experiences as his parents (wealthy and devoted Catholics) still seemed not at
ease with—and in fact strongly disapproved of—of his homosexuality. The main reason for Rico’s
dislike of his native soil (also the main reason for his departure) has remained full in force. Describing the course of his life in the Netherlands, Rico’s story largely follows the same trajectory as that
of his Filipino fellows in Amsterdam: he arrived without any arrangements or concrete plans; had a
series of menial jobs in the catering industry; entered illegality when his tourist visa expired; and
became a legal resident by his cohabitation with a Dutchman. His lease-ownership of the coffee
shop followed upon several years of work as a dishwasher and cook in the place—his entrepreneurial activity was merely “a chance that came on his way.” And my question about what he plans
or foresees for the future meets with howls of derision. When I meet Godwin few years later, he
tells me also Rico has made the shift to a B&B.

6.3 Bonding in dissociation
Examining the life-stories of Rene, Eric, Godwin, Ding, and Rico, my attention was specifically
drawn both to their unusualness—within the larger picture of Filipino migration—as well as
to, nonetheless, the parallels among them and their actual connectedness. In their backgrounds and present living conditions, and also in their idea of the future, these men share
striking commonalities; what is more, they largely share these experiences together. It did
not require thorough analysis to establish the one factor that bonded these men.
Back in the Philippines, most of these Filipino entrepreneurs lived rather luxurious
lives; they were well educated and had good paying jobs, or they were well taken care of by
their wealthy parents—in fact, as Rico says about himself, he “was spoilt to the bones”
(INT9). Therefore, their reasons for leaving the country were not economic. Moreover, while
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for some of them, migration was set in motion and facilitated by personal relations, for all,
their decision to migrate was an entirely individual matter and their migration served an
individual goal only. When they migrated, these entrepreneurs were all single young men,
looking for adventure, independence, and freedom. More specifically, previous quotes
indicate they were looking for freedom to express their homosexual identity—as this was
not accepted within their direct environment or, otherwise, not accepted in the predominantly Catholic Philippine society in general. As an additional, and according to some interrelated, source for their yearning for liberty, some of these men point to the high social class in
which they lived in the Philippines, where prestige and certain outer appearances would be
utmost important and demands on their behavior (“living a decent and respectable life”)
would go strongly against their own ideas.
Hence, for these men, their migration was an escape from a system that to a greater or
lesser degree imprisoned or oppressed them. The social arrangements and normative
expectations ruling in their pre-migratory personal networks as well as in society at large
prevented them from feeling at home in their own country. There always having to explain
or in fact even justify themselves, leaving the Philippines was an act of liberation from overt
disapproval as well as more dormant expressions of “othering.” They came to the Netherlands because of the freer mentality and, specifically, the more tolerant attitude towards
homosexuality. Here they could be themselves and feel at home. Godwin:
The gays, the Filipino gays, they don’t come here just to earn some money and then go back. They
come here for their freedom, for themselves. Because in the Philippines, we cannot really live our own
life, because we are gay. Here, it is no issue you know, it is not important here. How you life your life,
your sexuality, it does not matter. Sure, to us, it matters, because that is the main reason why we
have come here. (INT2C)

Precisely because of their negative personal experiences, and their ensuing aversion towards
the Filipino cultural value system, they all have, to varying degrees, abandoned their native
soil, as illustrated by repeated and rather strong statements such as “The only thing I miss
are my childhood memories of Amsterdam,” “Amsterdam is my only home,” or “I was born in
the wrong country.” Their emigration from the Philippines is therefore both a physical and
an emotional break, and so in fact a rejection or perhaps even negation of their ethniccultural background.
In view of this, it is not surprising that the interviewed entrepreneurs say they hardly
maintain any social relations with their country of birth anymore, nor do they go back as
often as most other Filipinos I spoke with. Whereas the latter usually visit the Philippines at
least every few years, these men do so only on urgent occasions like the death of a close
relative. Rico went back for the first time only after nine years; Rene after twelve, and Ding
even after 27 years. Godwin visits the Philippines more often; tellingly though, he and his
Dutch partner then stay with his family as “short as possible” and spend the rest of the time
celebrating their holidays on the more usual—and anonymous—tourist hot spots. Unlike
most other respondents, these men do not feel a strong connection to their land of birth. This
resonates in their future plans: while none of them seems to have a clear plan for the future,
saying things like they “just see how it comes” or “the future is nothing to be concerned with,
it simply comes on its own accord,” on one thing the men are outspokenly certain: contrary
to Van den Muijzenberg’s claim that “the cultural axiom of migrants remains their eventual
return” (2004, 131), these Filipinos will “definitely not go back” to the Philippines—not just
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their traumatic memories but also the enduring perception there of homosexuality as an
abnormality playing part in that.5
This non-ethnic belonging moreover shows in the rather strong negative or disapproving opinions that several men hold of “the Filipino community” in the adopted country. One
of them contends:
Well, I do not really want to be negative about Filipinos, but, you know, it is just their moaning, about
life here… like that it is much nicer in the Philippines, that kind of remarks. Well, if you think so, why
are you here then, right. They are just so often moaning, about Dutch culture. And they are not really
integrated you see. Most do not even speak Dutch, so how can you integrate without understanding
the language? But look at us, I really believe that most of us gays, we do speak Dutch, at least quite
reasonably. We are just different from them.

Others similarly mention the different “mentalities” or “ways of behaving” as reasons for
distancing themselves from “other Filipinos” in the Netherlands. Accordingly, not one of
them is a member of a Filipino organization and rarely do they support collective activities
organized by compatriots. Together with the fact that their businesses cater to a general
clientele, this explains why this cluster was hidden during my first attempts to come in
contact with Filipino entrepreneurs in the Netherlands; no other Filipino I spoke with
referred me to any of these Filipino businessmen. Like Rico says: “We are just two different
people. We know that they are there, but we don’t know who they are, and they even don’t
know about us at all” (INT9).
Rather than seeking contact with other fellow countrymen in the adopted country, these
men have bonded closely together. Initially they did so not just because of their emotional
connectedness but with a practical reason as well: to cope with their new environment and
their illegal and insecure status. Jointly they lived through a turbulent and exiting period (in
Rene’s words a “life on the edge”), which only furthered their association. However, as Godwin
explains, once they one by one settled down with a partner (except for one notably all with a
native Dutchman), and became more occupied as business owner-operators, their previous
closeness became increasingly under threat of disintegration. In order to prevent this, they
arranged a weekly get-together, which they named the Monday Club:
The first Filipino gays here, they came at the end of the seventies, early eighties. Those were Rene, Elton, Eric, Robin … Those were all friends from the Philippines. And at that time, they were of course
still very young, so they were like … We just do what we like, like going out, having fun … But eventually, they all found their partner and they also started business. … Rene, Eric, Ding, and also Elton
and Robin ... So they were busy with their business and then they thought that ... Like, we don’t see
each other anymore in a relaxed sphere. But they still wanted to stay in touch. So that is why they
started the Monday club. That was just a couple of months before I came to the Netherlands. And
since then, it grew and grew. (INT2C)

In a way, these men thus institutionalized their social ties, which exemplifies the strength of
their emotional bonding. Yet, while initiated by a small close-knit group of Filipino friends,
Godwin tells how soon more gay compatriots joined the club—“Somehow,” he says with
5 Hunt and Ana-Gatbonton (2000) note that “both the Catholic church and the Philippine State scuttle the
debate over homosexuality,” and even though homosexuality is not illegal in the Philippines, SIBOL (a legislative advocacy formation of women’s organizations in the Philippines) asserts that "The treatment of homosexuality and homosexuals in the legal system may be described in three ways: (1) homosexuality is an
aberration; (2) homosexuals are invisible; (3) homosexuals are denied rights granted to heterosexuals." This
treatment of homosexuals in law is, the organization argues, reflective of the homophobia pervasive in social
institutions and Philippine society in general.
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both a sense of pride and surprise in his voice, “they always know how to find us, even when
we don’t know them.” Notably, also homosexuals from other nationalities “enrolled” in the
group—which, again, illustrates that it was not ethnic origin that united them. Proudly
Godwin recalls how this “pocket of gathering”6 rapidly became a distinctive phenomenon
within the Amsterdam homosexual scene:
Godwin: [When I first came there] I was like, you can say, like the baby [laughs]. I still am actually, I
am the youngest. The others, they were already for some time here, they all had a boyfriend. All Dutch
partners.
Researcher: Were these Dutch partners also ‘members of the club’?
Godwin: Yes, they were. The club, that was just like eating and talking, just easy going. But then it
grew, really enormously. It was like … You could say it was a “thing” in the Amsterdam home scene.
Really, it was. It became so big. Because sometimes also other people just dropped by, Dutch guys, Latino guys. We did not even know them all the time. But these guys, they just had heard from others
that we had this homo club. That there was free food, free drinks. So in the end, we ourselves, we
were not talking anymore, we were just serving the others, like food and drinks, to friends and acquaintances. So actually, it got out of hand a little bit. (INT2C)

As Godwin continues to explain, the “hard core” of this friendship club is recently seeking to
refresh their relationships anew, as the club’s uncontrolled growth seemed to once again
engender the risk of becoming more distant from each other. Apparently, these men have
built their own social net, or, considering the strength of their mutual reciprocity and interconnectedness, perhaps even something like a new family. Their primary axis of identification or bonding is clearly not their ethnic origin but their sexuality, which not only
distinguished them in their former home society but which also in their adopted country
forms a rather strong social boundary that sets them apart from “other Filipinos.” The main
difference is that in the Netherlands these men seemingly have more say about this seclusion
from their co-ethnics.7 At the very least, here they have actively built their own social space
in which they feel at home. At the same time, they feel less alienated and more accepted by
society at large, and freer to express themselves as homosexuals.
It is in this “homo club” that the emergence of the Filipino-run “B&B industry” in Amsterdam is to be understood. To the entrepreneurs, the club forms a pool of financial capital,
insider information, and low-cost labor—the latter especially provided by newly arrived
homosexual Filipinos. At the same time, for these newcomers the club forms some kind of
protected social space, while the B&Bs owned by club members function as a sort of rescue
harbor (particularly in times of tagu nang tago, Tagalog for “hiding in illegality”) and, considering the subsequent establishments of such business by the newcomers, a fruitful and
inspiring training ground.

6.4 Aiming for “a nice life”
Such encouragement to the newcomers to start a business in the same market raises the
question of what objectives these men have in business and, more specifically, whether one
in this way is not undermining one’s own competitive position. Yet when I ask Godwin that

6 Parreñas uses this term to describe the segregated social space of migrant Filipina domestic workers in
Rome and the enclosed interactions among the Filipinos in these spaces (2001, 202).
7 Fresnoza-Flot and Pécoud (2007) observed the same among homosexual Filipinos in Paris, who similarly
formed their own associations from which other Filipinos were excluded.
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question, he laughs down my supposed inanity—apparently not everybody shares his
undelivered view on the business potential though:
I know the market. I could start a thousand B&Bs in Amsterdam and it still wouldn’t be enough, really, believe me! But this other friend of mine, who also runs a B&B here in the city, he for example is
completely paranoid when they start another B&B. He says to me that I must stop promoting to start
this business. But hey, with those two rooms that we offer ... You know, it is not like we start big hotels, right. It is just an entirely different market, another public. And besides, Amsterdam is still growing, like three to four percent a year or so. So it is just impossible to lodge everybody. (INT2C)

Indeed, despite the increase in competitors, the B&B still seems a profitable line of business.
Ken, allegedly the first within this group of friends to engage in it, developed an entire chain
of his own, with numerous rooms and apartments for rent all over the city. Rene, Eric, and
Godwin each run successful businesses too, considering the quick expansion of their activities.8 While they all began with hosting guests in their private dwellings, their company
websites reveal that they presently each own and rent out several spacious apartments in
hot spot areas in downtown Amsterdam. In view of the expensive locations, the carefully
decorated and luxurious interiors, and the accompanying high rents, it is not the usual lowbudget overnight backpackers whom they target, but the richer tourists and foreign businessmen who stay for a longer time in the country and want to do so comfortably.
However, even though their businesses display growth, this seems not a deliberate
strategy for these men. Both Rene and Godwin explain that they “just grab the opportunity
[to expand] when it comes along.” When they see a potentially nice apartment, and have the
money and energy to occupy them with it, they “go for it.” Yet none of the guesthouse operators expresses the more traditional entrepreneurial, or what I earlier called “strategic,”
objectives such as profit maximization or growth as specific targets of their business engagement. In fact, to the question of their entrepreneurial goals and intentions these men
reply that they do not have any plans at all in business—like they, as indicated before, would
in general not be concerned with the future. Rather, they “simply see how it comes.”
Not making explicit their objectives does however not mean that business owneroperators do not set objectives. As Greenbank (2001) argues, this supposed non-existence of
objectives probably arises because the business owner-operators often subconsciously set
objectives. In practice, the Filipino guesthouse operators do pursue a number objectives, be
these more related to lifestyle choices (in chapter 3 labeled as “personal economic/noneconomic objectives”) than to the development or performance of the business itself. Without doubt, earning a living is one of their personal economic objectives—after all, their
businesses offer these men their main source of income. The fact that they do not mention it
as an explicit objective of their business may indicate they assume it to be an obvious goal. At
the same time however, several of these men do say that the business is “not about making
money,” and surely not about making money “as much as possible.” Rather, they appear to
display “satisficing behaviour” (Greenbank 2001) as regards the economic yields of their
enterprises. Not in direct response to my question about the objectives he pursues with his
business but at another point in our conversation, Godwin for instance says:

8 Their success shows also in the external recognition and high appreciation of their lodging facilities: on a
well-known website providing recommendations for hotels, resorts, inns, and the like, both Godwin’s and
Rene’s B&Bs take in top 10 positions on a total of 99 B&Bs in Amsterdam. Moreover, the Best of BedandBreakfast.com, an online worldwide B&B directory, grouped Barangay as one of the eight Best of Europe, while
Rene’s company website states his venture was recommended (both in 2007 and in 2008) by the Michelin Red
Guide, the oldest and best-known European hotel and restaurant guide.

132

As long as we can live on it, I am completely satisfied with the business. I do not need to make more
money. (INT2B)

Throughout our conversations, the other B&B owner-operators make similar comments,
such as they are happy as long as they “can do what [they] want to do” or provided that they
can “live a nice life.” Of course, what then entails such a “nice life” is a notion which is open to
interpretation. Yet from their stories, it appears to mean enjoying their work as well as being
able to “do nice things next to that.” For these men, their lives do not center merely upon the
business pursuits—having “a life outside the work” is also, if not more, important.
Though Godwin tells that with the expansion of their businesses they have become
busier and busier, each of the men still seem to consider their business a very suitable means
to live the desired life. On the one hand, they abundantly make clear to enjoy the work in the
business itself, and seem to also derive pride from it. Taking care of other people and giving
them a good time, being in direct contact with “all sorts of people,” cleaning, decorating;
these are the activities that these men like to do, and the activities that their business is all
about. Contemplating these men’s stories, their obvious pleasure in their current business
seems to stem largely from the fact that they through their business offer others the same as
it has given—and still gives—them: the opportunity to stay and make a home in the Netherlands (and more specifically, in Amsterdam, their beloved city). As Rene’s company website
tellingly notes: “This [name guesthouse] is not a hotel. We offer you an opportunity to live in
Amsterdam like an Amsterdammer in the privacy of your own home.” Notably, while their
business is in home making, it is (partly) these men’s own homes that are turned into business as their homes serve as a home to others as well. For these men, the home and business
realm are hence overlapping in the most literal and far-reaching way possible.
On the other hand, while they prefer the work in the business to a white-collar job or, as
for Rene and Eric, other business types (i.e. a restaurant), their business concurrently also
offers them the chance to “still enjoy life, with freedom and time left to do other things”
(Rene, INT10). Emphatically, these “other things”, or the earlier mentioned “life outside the
work,” also encompasses activities and undertakings outside the domestic sphere. Each of
the men mention how they, next to their business and “home life,” regularly enjoy other
outdoors activities such as sports and going out. Running a guesthouse offers these men a
means to balance the various life spheres—work, a domestic life with their partners, and
leisure—in the most attractive way. Therefore, in addition to the economic objective of a
satisfactory income (including money for luxuries or leisure activity), the objectives they
pursue in business are mostly found in the personal non-economic realm: job satisfaction,
reasonable working hours, and the opportunity and flexibility to pursue outdoors activities.

6.5 The meanings of being a caterer
The narratives of the five Filipino men presented in this chapter brought to light various
business features as well as personality characteristics and contextual conditions that all
played role in their decisions to become entrepreneurs in the Netherlands. More precisely,
they played role in their decision to establish and operate either a restaurant or a guesthouse. Moreover, the contextualized and personalized accounts of their lives elucidated what
these men aimed for with their business pursuits. In answer to the central research question
that this thesis addresses, this section briefly summarizes and reflects on these motivations
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for and objectives in business, and so clarifies what it means for these men to be an entrepreneur in the catering industry.
Except for one, all five men reviewed had run another business in the Netherlands before they started their current enterprise, and the conditions informing the establishment of
their first business generally differed from their motivations for their current pursuits. This
was most evident in the case of Rene. He explained that he was initially pushed into entrepreneurship for the same reason that is often found to be the primary reason why (firstgeneration) immigrants turn to self-employment: a disadvantaged position on the regular
labor market, especially due to deficient knowledge of the Dutch language. Though not
advanced so explicitly, the same push may have played a role for some other men as well,
considering the menial jobs they had before turning to self-employment. Apart from these
initial pushes into business, several stories also revealed how, subsequently, increasing
frustration with this first business activity informed the decision to change course and start
the current venture, that is, a guesthouse.
Still, notwithstanding these negative aspects, the stories generally highlighted positive
factors of choice. Next to a strong emphasis on the attractiveness of “being their own boss” in
general, also the attractiveness of their current type of business (specifically found in pleasure in the work, reasonable hours, flexibility, having a creative outlet, and the “ease to make
a living”) was key. Listening to their accounts, for all men, the main drive for their entrepreneurship was the greater control this gave them over their own lives; accordingly, the
meaning of their business engagement was principally in the freedom it provided them
with—in their working lives, but also, as we just saw, in that it allowed them to “live a nice
life” outside of the realm of work.
This is however but a rough scan of these men’s business drives and meanings. Not just
listening to what was said, but also reflecting on when and how things were said provides
useful information for the interpretation of life stories (Essers 2008, 61), and, hence, important decisions taken. Thus, some personal observations and contemplations provide for a
more critical assessment of these men’s starting motivations, as well as of what it meant to
them to be an entrepreneur.
Notably then, most of the factors of choice mentioned above (as regards the specific attractions of their current business) came to the fore only indirectly or were mentioned
casually. To my direct question why they had engaged in their particular type of business,
only two men (Ding and Eric) gave very specific reasons; the other three, all of whom with a
B&B, answered that this was in fact a “coincidence” or “an opportunity that fell into [their]
lap.” As such, these men strongly suggested that their engagement in a B&B business was a
rather spontaneous decision, and certainly not an action they had long thought about or
strategically planned. Presenting themselves as “coincidental entrepreneurs” accords with
the strong emphasis that each of these men, when describing their lives, placed on adventure, chance, and unforeseen occurrences. Retelling the story of their lives, these men structured, or in fact built their identity, “not only guiding the life narrative up to the present but
directing it into the future” (Bruner 1986, 31, in Järvinen 2004, 66). As Vandsemb states,
they seemed to find meaning and identity as a result of the stories they told about themselves (1995, 414). Not just in what they told about themselves and their lives, but also in
how these men tended to recount their decisions in life—light-heartedly, in an open and
utmost amicable atmosphere, taking liberties with me—they created a story, and a personality, that revolved around freedom. Even though the occasion for our meeting was their
entrepreneurship, it was not so much their entrepreneurial identity, but their free personali-
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ty that dominated our conversations. Above all, these men presented themselves as “free
guys,” who lived life as they wanted it—“not as others want[ed] it” (Rene, INT10).
Tellingly, nowhere in our conversations did these men express ever having had an ambition for business. As they made believe, they, rather than actively pursuing the role of entrepreneur, accepted this when this “chance came on their way.” While they time after time did
stress their desire to “be their own boss,” this, more so than referring to having a business,
had a more general meaning, alluding to being the agents over their own lives. As their stories
show, these men came here as young adventurers, without knowing really much more than
that Amsterdam was “where it all happened” and “where [they] had to be.” Apart from wishing to experience this for themselves, they would have had hardly any idea, concrete plans, or
clear intentions on how to make a living here. Certainly, over time, they shook off some of
their youthful impetuosity, settled down with a partner, and established a business to sustain
their lives. However, in the main, making calculated plans for the future, and charting a
certain course was not how they lived life, nor how they became involved in or operated their
business. Rather, they acted spontaneously on opportunities that came their way. Seen as
such, the claim of these men to be “entrepreneurs by chance”—which in fact not only concerned their starting motivations but also their objectives in business—fits in exactly with the
free lifestyle they would have and aspired. In short, contending an impulsive step into entrepreneurship matches the identity that they throughout their stories constantly moved forwards, and emphasized, of themselves, i.e. that of unbound and independent men.
Interestingly, also in the life stories of the two other men—Ding and Eric—the search
and craving for freedom and self-determination was a central theme. However, whereas the
three men discussed above presented their entrepreneurship as some kind of surprise to
them, these men directly related this drive for independence and freedom to their “entrepreneurial spirit,” which was, as they explained, ingrained in them by their parents who had
been business owner-operators themselves. Growing up in a business environment, and
constantly being reminded of the value of self-reliance, they considered their own current
entrepreneurial involvement a logical outcome of their youth. Ever since they were young,
they had aspired to be businessmen themselves, and had indeed undertaken various initiatives to realize this aspiration. Correspondingly, these men seemed to comply best with the
“archetypical entrepreneur” (Essers 2008, 23), who is risk-taking, innovative, strives for
achievement, and has a strong locus of internal control (Carland et al. 1984; Shane and
Venkataraman 2000; Stewart et al. 1998).
Thus, whereas Ding and Eric portrayed themselves as being entrepreneurs in heart and
soul, the other men seemed to have become entrepreneurs. They took on the identity of an
entrepreneur—by accident. Even though they did exhibit (some of) the personality traits
that mainstream literature traditionally ascribes to entrepreneurs (referring then to their
risk-taking and creative behavior), the way they spoke about this role conveyed the impression that they felt the entrepreneurial stamp did not really fit them. Perhaps, to them, being
an entrepreneur bears the image of being “too serious” or “too organized” or “selfrestrained,” or whatever other control-related trait that is at odds with the happy-go-lucky
personality they advanced of themselves. Portraying their entrepreneurship as a coincidence
or even an accident seems to, purposely or subconsciously, marginalize their entrepreneurial
identity and favor their identity as free men.
It is in light of these identity negotiations that their articulated claims of “coincidental
entrepreneurship” must be understood. For if we take into account the wider context of their
decision-making, their establishment of a B&B was definitely not so coincidental or accidental. Most obviously, each of these men had observed this business opportunity in their close
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environment, and one of them had even previously worked in such a business himself.
Having a role model nearby, or having personal experience with the work, provided these
men with the idea, knowledge, and skills, and thus encouraged their decision to take up this
chance themselves. In addition, these factors coincided with other conditions in their lives at
the time that furthered this decision: they had just bought a spacious mansion, started a
relationship and desired to live together, or felt growing dissatisfaction with their then
occupation. These conditions thus strongly contest the claim of coincidence. One other
condition that particularly stood out in the stories of the caterers is worthwhile elaborating
on, as it sheds a different light on the usual conception of the social embeddedness of immigrants and their entrepreneurial activity.

Immigrants’ social embeddedness—what lies beneath
The dominant theme in each of the stories discussed in this chapter was these men’s search
for freedom and personal control over their own lives. However, while they portrayed
themselves as the only person to decide on the course of their lives, their narratives made it
“possible to look at actual decisions and actions and to perceive behind these practices the
network of social relations that allowed them to take place” (Vandsemb 1995, 415). Their
stories undeniably established how their lives were closely interwoven, and how their
migration and adaptation to the new environment—including their business activities—
were strongly embedded within their own social network. The cases advanced here showed
how the immigrants’ social relations, including the reciprocity, enforceable trust, and
bounded solidarity on which these were built, played an essential role in the start and
performance of their enterprises.
By itself, this is by no means a new insight into the study of (immigrant) entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurial studies nearly invariably emphasize the social embeddedness of
business activity. A more remarkable finding was that, even though the relations between
the entrepreneurs in this chapter were between compatriots, the base of their relations was
different than commonly assumed when immigrants are concerned. Whereas studies on
immigrant adaptation often refer to the immigrants’ cultural propositions and ethnic identification, or even suggest a reassertion or reinforcement of their ethnic distinction as the
elements which bond them and help them survive in the alien environment (see amongst
many others Kanas, Van Tubergen, and Van der Lippe 2009; Light and Karageorgis 1994;
Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001; Salaff et al. 2003), the men studied in this chapter provide
quite a different story. These men also bonded in order to cope with the difficulties of being
newcomers in an unfamiliar environment. They lived together and worked together in
menial jobs, helped each other with information, assisted in each others’ business pursuits,
and once they had established a more secure living for themselves, they offered subsequent
newcomers from the Philippines the opportunity to stay and survive. However, more so than
adverse circumstances in the adopted society, it were unfavorable conditions in their origin
country that underpinned, or fed, their bounded solidarity. In these men’s experiences and
perceptions, it was their former home society that was discriminatory against them as it
condemned their homosexuality and rejected the lifestyle they aspired; the receiving society
was, conversely, the one that accepted them for whom they were. Thus, for them, it was not
so much the new society that they had to “overcome” but, in an emotional sense, precisely
their ethnic origin, including the Filipino cultural system and—as part of that—gender
regime, i.e. the there dominant social expectations about appropriate behavior (in this case
clearly especially those related to sexual behavior) for men and women and the socially
projected traits of masculinity and femininity. Accordingly, they repeatedly showed or ex-
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pressed to have distanced themselves from their ethnicity; some in fact even seemed to want
to escape their ethnic identity. As a consequence, both their narrow and their subsequent
broader social re-embedding in the Netherlands largely developed outside the Filipino ethniccultural context. Thus, while the relations of support and reciprocity were between Filipino
men, it was not their Filipino-ness that formed their nexus of bonding, but in a way their
assumed non-Filipino-ness—these men bonded in their dissociation from their ethnicity.
Beyond doubt, it was their (homo)sexuality, albeit in junction with other identity forming structures such as class and ethnicity, that stood out as the key factor that gave rise to
their common bonds and that largely shaped their life experiences, including their business
engagement. Apart from the earlier mentioned study on Filipinos in Paris (Fresnoza-Flot and
Pécoud 2007), to my knowledge, there is no mention of this phenomenon in the literature on
immigrant entrepreneurship; so far, the influence of one’s sexual orientation on the emergence and expressions of business activity, and the complex intersection of this identity
marker with other categories of difference, has remained an underexplored terrain.
Thus, considering the course of their lives, these men selectively activated and mobilized certain identities, in dynamic interaction with their environment. As a final note, we
must realize that this environment at some point also included me, the researcher. And as
my interest was in them as “entrepreneurs from the Philippines,” I forced them into two
specific categories or identities that they, to varying degrees, actually rejected or at least
found less relevant to describe themselves and their life stories. To some extent, this external activation of certain identities may have induced their emphasis on the identity which
they preferred: their identities as free, homosexual men.

6.6 The transnationality of being a caterer
Clearly, the lives of the key figures in this chapter largely evolved outside the transnational
field. These men built a new life away from their origin country, hardly maintained personal
and not any business relations with the Philippines, and in fact all had, to a greater or lesser
extent, abandoned their old home. These men were no transnational actors. On the contrary,
their locus of action was quite place-specific—and so was their locus of identity and selfesteem. What now can be said about the value of a transnational perspective for understanding the business involvement of these five Filipino men? After all, approaching immigrant
entrepreneurship from a transnational perspective was what I advanced as an improvement
to this field of study. Rather than merely considering the domestic context in which immigrants have settled down, such a decentred viewpoint recognizes the possibly ongoing
influence of conditions or factors stemming from the country of origin in the way these
people build their lives outside of that.
On the face of it, it may seem that for the men discussed in this chapter, a transnational
perspective is of no use. However, observing little transnationality in their endeavors and
behavior is another question than understanding their endeavors and behavior and, thus,
determining the value of a transnational perspective. I argue that it was precisely a transnational perspective that allowed a deeper understanding of these men’s lack of transnationality. In other words, these men’s primary local focus was only understandable by including
their origin country in the explanation. In the Philippines, these men felt restricted in expressing themselves and living the life they wanted. Yet in the Netherlands, more precisely in
Amsterdam, they were “free to be who [they] are and free to live the life [they] wanted.” The
knowledge that their origin country did not—and still does not—accept them, explained
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their desire for freedom and being their own boss, with as part of that their engagement in
business. It also explained why these men tended to advance or even emphasize their free
personalities—at the expense of their ethnic identity (and for some even at the expense of
their entrepreneurial identity). The stories they told, their ways of storytelling, and the
identities they as such constructed of themselves, may partly be read as an act against the
earlier felt oppression.
Without a transnational perspective, this could not be fully understood. The transnational perspective disclosed how the story one tells about his or her life is “as much about
social perception as it is about reality” (Vandsemb 1995, 413) as it showed how immigrants’
identities are “at the same time hybrid and channeled, multipositional and network bound,
more freely formed though socially determined—through the attachment of these persons to
certain localities” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 20). It made more visible, and comprehensible,
the multiple identities of these men, and explained how and why these were fluid, dynamic,
and situated; it showed the interrelationships and interactions between various identity
forming structures (in particular sexuality, ethnicity, and occupational affiliation) and
elucidated the specific position, or meaning, of their entrepreneurial personality amongst
their other identities in life. And, finally, not only did it help understand how their lives had
evolved, but also how they recounted how their lives had evolved, allowing for a more
critical assessment of their stories. In short, a transnational perspective revealed and balanced their various identities and so accounted for a fuller understanding of their decision
to engage in business—and to use this business as a means to build a home away from home.

6.7 Conclusion
This chapter described and analyzed the life stories of five Filipino men operating business
in the catering industry in the Dutch capital of Amsterdam. For years, around one third of all
immigrant entrepreneurs in the Netherlands run business in this industry (EIM 2007; Van
den Tillaart 2001), thus establishing catering as an immigrant business sector par excellence. Often, low entry barriers are advanced as an important explanation for the high
participation rate of immigrants in this sector. In addition, studies refer to the immigrants’
strong embedding within the own ethnic group as a facilitating condition, thereby presenting—or simply assuming—the cheap, and often informal, labor and financial support of
family and co-ethnics to be the result of specific ethnic-cultural preferences and beliefs
(Bonacich 1987; Menzies et al. 2000; Salaff et al. 2003).
While indeed in this chapter too the low entry barriers came up as a structural factor in
the immigrants’ decision making, the stories of the Filipino caterers first and foremost drew
attention to their social (re)embedding as an explanation for their entrepreneurial pathways.
Yet their stories go against simple generalizations of the structure and nature of the networks
that immigrants use in business. Consideration of these men’s individual processes of identity
formation and negotiation revealed how the involvement of compatriots in business does not
have to do with ethnic-cultural predilections or values per se. What role co-ethnic relations
play in immigrants’ adaptation to the adopted country (and more specifically in the formation
of immigrant business) can only be really understood by careful investigation of how immigrants (re)build their social networks upon arrival in the new country and of why they link up
with other members of their ethnic group. This, in turn, demands close examination of how
immigrants’ ethnic identity intersects with their other, place and time specific, identities.
While these other identities include, for instance, the aspects of gender, class, geographical
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background, and religious or political affiliation, for the men examined in this chapter, it was
their sexual identity that was the crucial factor in affecting the course of their lives. It was a
transnational perspective that highlighted and made more understandable the role of this
identity in the emergence and development of business activity among these immigrants,
while it simultaneously showed how the ethnic identity is not the essentialist—nor fixed—
factor for which it is often taken. So far, sexuality as a specific identity forming structure has
largely been ignored in (immigrant) entrepreneurship studies; more empirical study to better
expose and understand the complex junctions with other categories of difference and their
implications for immigrants’ adaptation is needed.
Yet the findings in this chapter are relevant not only to the study of immigrant entrepreneurship but also to the debate on transnationalism. The empirical material presented
here challenges the tendency in the writings on Filipino migration to portray this scattered
population as a transnational group par excellence. Such homogenizing tendency also seems
true for more abstracted forms of theorizing about migration and transnationalism, where
the complexities of differing experiences and their framing of social relations remain unexplored (Barber 2000). Clearly—and in contrast with popular thinking—not all contemporary
immigrants are transnational actors, whose daily lives evolve in a field composed of their
country of origin and country of settlement simultaneously. The main figures in this chapter
did not live “here and there,” or somewhere “in-between” the old and the new home; they
rejected their old home and built a new home away from it—through their business. Compellingly, the particular type of business they engaged in offered others a home away from
home too.
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7.
Traders: giving a taste of home away from home
Flipping through a 2005-edition of the Filipino magazine Munting Nayon, my eye immediately
fell on a picture of the Philippine ambassador opening a Filipino store, called Eileen’s Sari Sari
Store (sari sari is Tagalog for “variety”), typically named after the small grocery shops that
abound in the Philippines. Also in other editions of the magazine, Filipino business affairs such
as the opening of a new store, the launching of a web shop, and even the first anniversary of a
firm were reported, usually abundantly brightened with pictures of laughing, dancing, and
eating people—as a rule mostly Filipinos, here and there some Dutchmen amongst them.
Apparently, for Filipinos in the Netherlands, business openings and jubilees are something out
of the ordinary and therefore “big news,” celebrated almost as community events, with disco
and Filipino foods and drinks for each interested visitor, and with sometimes even the highest
Filipino official showing up to give the occasion some extra prestige.
While the Munting Nayon regularly publishes advertisements of Filipino traders, in the
main, these advertisements are inconspicuous. In the corner of a page or in simple oneliners, the vendors announce their assortment, which is generally strongly limited, along
with their cell phone number but without any physical address—hence, these vendors are
most likely not shopkeepers. At community events, one can observe some vivid trading
activity; however, most of the salespersons here seem to only get into entrepreneurial shoes
for the occasion. The editor of the Munting Nayon and several other informants affirmatively
contended that informal trade thrives within the community; “real traders” such as operators of groceries, supermarkets, convenient stores, fashion shops, or any other kind of retail
outlet were rare though. The mere fact that Van den Muijzenberg, one of the few Dutch
scholars with an interest in the Filipino community in the Netherlands, explicitly mentions
the existence of “one store” in the city of Amsterdam (2004, 146) confirms this. As data from
the Dutch Chambers of Commerce indicate that 40 percent of the 153 Filipino enterprises in
the Netherlands in 2000—hence, still some 60—were either wholesale or retail firms (Van
den Tillaart 2001)1, it appears that Filipino traders often operate behind the scenes.
Eileen, owner of the variety store mentioned above, did so the first period of her entrepreneurial career. The store that was opened by the ambassador in fall 2005 was in fact not
a new business; a couple of months before I had already spoken with the woman in the
picture in the magazine, who then was still trading from out of her home. According to the
article in the magazine, with this inauguration, “Finally Eileen’s dream came through.” But
was the opening of a store indeed the realization of her dream? What had motivated this
woman to embark on (a trading) enterprise, and what business objectives did she pursue?
Much of this chapter takes Eileen and her business activities as a point of departure to
explore these questions for other Filipino traders in the Netherlands. Oral interviews with
14 Filipino traders2, of whom notably only one is male, form the primary source of information, added with information derived from their company websites and personal meetings
with some of their overseas counterparts. Section 7.1 retells Eileen’s history and foreseen

1 In 2008, nearly one-third of the then 377 Filipino entrepreneurs (first and second generation) was into trade
(CBS/KvK 2008); the precise number of trading enterprises is however not known.
2 Not all these entrepreneurs are engaged in trade alone; in several cases, trade is an additional business
activity next to, for instance, a travel agency or a DrDr service.
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future as a trading woman. Then the discussion broadens to examine the motivations, pushes
and/or pulls, and environmental conditions that informed the decision of other Filipino
immigrants to start a business in the trading sector (section 7.2). The objective setting and
entrepreneurial aspirations of these business owner-operators are the subject of section 7.3.
Sections 7.4 and 7.5 bring to light several marketing strategies and operational tactics, as
well as the roles played by local, national, and transnational networks in facilitating and
expanding the business operations. While section 7.4 discusses some of the ways in which
small business owner-operators increase the scope of their business network first and
foremost within the country of settlement, section 7.5 specifically deals with the questions of
how and why some of them have linked up to their origin country. Section 7.6 then returns
to the question that guides this thesis: what meanings do Filipino immigrants bring to their
business involvement? As I will argue here, the research findings among this group of predominantly female entrepreneurs dispute the rather widespread negative conception of
women’s entrepreneurial engagement. It was, as section 7.7 will state and substantiate, a
transnational perspective that contributed to a more favorable understanding of the Filipina
traders’ business decisions. The final section (section 7.8) briefly summarizes the chapter’s
most remarkable findings. In all, this chapter shows how trading activities, more so than
targeting economic profit, first and foremost are a means to the Filipino immigrants to
socially and emotionally reinvent themselves, both on the individual and community level, in
the adopted country.

7.1 Eileen’s story
The first time we meet, in mid-2004, Eileen (INT25) receives me in her home. Openly she
does the story of her life. Born early 1960s in Manila, Eileen was the eldest of four. Despite
an “average welfare level” of her family and good education for all children, her youth was
not an untroubled period. During her puberty, as her mother went working in Europe, Eileen
and her siblings moved in with their grandmother, who raised them strictly and assigned
Eileen great responsibility over her younger siblings. Despite her demanding tasks within
the household, Eileen still managed to go to college. In 1985, she graduated from the University, with a BA degree in Science in Food Technology. However, work in this field was hard to
find and therefore she followed an additional course in tourism. For a while she worked in a
travel agency. Her fascination with food was nonetheless stronger and when the first chance
popped up she took up a job as a quality controller in a big food company. At that time, her
mother was already living in the Netherlands; she had fallen in love with a Dutch citizen and
had settled down here. Early in the 1980s, the bicultural couple brought over Eileen’s
younger brother and two sisters. Eileen followed some time later, moving in with her mother, stepfather, and siblings.
Then, on a day out, she met Dutchman Ger. Their coincidental meeting developed in a
steady relationship, resulting in the decision to marry and settle themselves nearby Eileen’s
family in Hillegom. As she had ever since graduation worked and earned some money of her
own, Eileen did not “feel like playing the role of housekeeper alone” and therefore immediately set out to find work. It appeared more difficult than expected. Her Philippine diplomas appeared not valid, and because of her poor Dutch she was rejected a couple of times for
job vacancies, even for jobs in which “language did not really matter.” Her first job was as a
quality controller in a factory; after that, she worked for several years in an administrative
job in the same company as where her husband worked. However, when her request to work
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only part-time, after their first son was born in 1996, was turned down, Eileen resigned and
took on a flex home job as administrator for a flower business. Also after the birth of their
second child, Eileen continued the work: “It was an easy job, I could divide my own time,
work for some hours a day, and also still take care of the kids and the house.” After some
time though, living her life like this was not satisfying anymore for Eileen, especially not
since the home job was rather dreary and, being a seasonal business, provided work only in
spring and autumn. In the winter of 2003/04, feelings of boredom and frustration came to a
head. Eileen’s discontent on her professional life in turn fanned her feelings of isolation;
even though she lived in the Netherlands already for considerable time, she now started to
miss her “roots” and Filipino friends:
In the Philippines, you are never alone you know. There are always people hanging around in your
place. Or you go out. But here, it was just me and my family. Of course I knew of other Filipinos living
here, but actually I did not have one real Filipino friend. And I just started longing for that. (INT25B)

During that time, the idea of a business of her own started to take shape, yet Eileen did not
have a clue how to pursue such. Then her mother brought her into contact with Joel, the
Filipino owner-operator of the wholesale Pinoy Palengke (Palengke is Tagalog for “market”).
He invited Eileen to have a look in his warehouse and they discussed the option of her
buying and distributing his products on small scale—an exceptional arrangement, Joel
would tell me later in a personal meeting, because he actually sold only to larger buyers such
as supermarkets or other wholesalers. Yet, as a favor to his friend—Eileen’s mother—and
“to help out a needy compatriot,” Joel offered Eileen the opportunity.
Not knowing many compatriots personally, Eileen more than she had ever done before
engaged in visiting Filipino gatherings. At community events and after church masses, she
promoted her business by handing out product lists. She also inquired at other shops whether they were interested to buy from her, with little success though. The first months, orders
were so irregular and small that Eileen simply every once in a while went to Pinoy Palengke
to pick up her orders on specific demand. Yet, after some time, when she had come to know
more compatriots, she started warily buying some basic stuff ahead and stocked it in the
basement of her dwelling. Early 2004, several months after her first buy from Joel, Eileen
registered her trading business in foods and non-foods at the Dutch Chambers of Commerce.
When I first meet with Eileen, she had been formally running her trade for less than half a
year. With help of her husband, she had just put her business on the internet, on a free
website to try out whether anyone would respond to it (by phoning or emailing). At that
time, Eileen displays rather strong feelings of insecurity on the viability of her trade as she
until only recently before had “lived mostly outside the Philippine community” and could
“only hope that they accepted [her] and would buy from [her].”
One and a half year later, I visit her again, this time in her store, located somewhat remotely on the outskirts of the suburb where she now lived with her family. With unconcealed pleasure, Eileen continues the story of her entrepreneurial career. Only few weeks
before, she had registered her own web space and set up a real online shop, as an additional
sales venue to her till shortly before primarily “telephone and party sales.” Proudly, she
claims it in the end had turned out not too hard to make herself known as a trader among
her compatriots, and business had prospered quite well. Against all expectations, within
hardly more than one year upon her business start, orders had begun to come in more and
more frequently. Soon she and her husband found themselves working every day of the
week, even on Sundays, to deliver the merchandise all across the Netherlands, while at the
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same time the stock piled up in their small basement. When she learnt about an affordable
space to rent, Eileen decided to take the chance and with some financial backup opened her
“real shop.” That had been three months before our second meeting, and as she now says,
her trade activities had become quite known within her own ethnic group, yet her store still
had to be discovered by a wider public in order to prove feasible. Nonetheless, she shows
some cautious confidence as she feels she has, only few days before our encounter, added a
unique selling point to her business. Although she still derives the greatest part of her
assortment from local wholesalers (not just Joel anymore), she now also sells a few articles
that she herself has directly imported from the Philippines—with the help of her niece who
bought and forwarded the goods for her. Somewhat laughingly yet seriously at the same
time, Eileen shows me her so-called walis tambos, typical Filipino brushes of straw, with her
name braided in red in its stalk—and with extra long stalks to fit the taller Dutchmen. Her
niece had found her a small manufacturer willing to produce only a limited number of these
specifically designed items as try out. Next to this simple yet “typical Pinoy-thing,” Eileen had
diversified her assortment with some other small kitchen utensils and ingredients from the
Philippines. “It is only little that I so far have imported from the Philippines myself, just two
pallets. But it is a start,” Eileen elucidates, expressing her intention to expand her business
linkages to her native soil and build up her competitive edge with a greater range of “unique
articles.”

7.2 Explaining becoming a trader
Eileen’s story of why and how she became a businesswoman in various ways resembles that
of a significant number of other entrepreneurs I spoke with, specifically of the women among
them and not only of those who were engaged in trade. For Eileen, having a (Dutch) husband
who had a full-time well-paid job, financial gain was not the main drive behind her decision
to set up business. Instead, she clearly expresses it was her personal desire to be economically active and have a life beyond that of being a mother and housewife. Such personal
achievement motivation was more often an important, if not the most important, motivation
of the Filipina businesswomen included in the present study.
It seems this drive has its roots in the economic autonomy these women had before
they came to the Netherlands. In the Philippines, where job opportunities are severely
limited, it is not only financially desirable but also a widely accepted cultural value that
women are economically independent.3 Many women in the Philippines, while taking care of
the kids and the household chores, have a micro business on the side. Typically, they run so-

3 Several authors argue this value is partly rooted in the U.S. colonial tradition (Mozère 2005; Spaan, Van
Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart 2005). Others argue that Filipinas have historically enjoyed relative equality
with men, consistent with social and economic relations of the sexes throughout Southeast Asia. Even though
nearly four centuries of Spanish colonization turned the Philippine social system into a patriarchy that
reduced women’s traditional autonomy, the modern-day role of Filipinas in the Philippines still is, as contend
Woelz-Stirling and associates, one that “involves economic independence and equal partnership in decision
making and family finances, with the wife responsible for the financial management of family funds and the
husband expected to give his pay packet to his wife” (2000, 801; also see Hunt and Ana-Gatbonton 2000). In
fact, Medina (1991, in Woelz-Stirling et al. 2000, 802) notes that women not only manage the household
economy, but often also provide an equal or even greater contribution than men to the family income.
Moreover substantiating the Filipinas’ supposed economic independence, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
of 2006 found that in none of the 42 countries participating in this study, women were more active in starting
and owning businesses than men—only in the Philippines were women and men about equally likely to be
entrepreneurial active (Bosma and Harding 2007, 22).
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called sari sari stores, small groceries established in the front room of the private dwelling or
in shacks along the road, offering a variety of daily consumables and often also home cooked
dishes.

Figure 7.1 Sari sari store in Manila, the Philippines (source: the author)

Many other women are street vendors or run so-called “buy and sell” businesses, in which
they function as middlemen and mostly buy and sell only on direct order, predominantly
among personal acquaintances, sometimes whatever product asked for, sometimes only
particular items. Also many of the respondents recounted how during childhood they had
helped in their parents’ business, often small retail or grocery stores; as adolescents and
grown-ups, most women had their own micro businesses (indeed the common “buy and
sells,” carinderias (small eateries), or sari saris), usually along with a paid job (see annex 2).
Few women owned and managed a more sizeable business. Rosalyn for instance had a rather
large business in embroidery, with several dozens of people working for her; Marina operated two restaurants in Manila. Without exception, all Filipina traders interviewed had worked
and sustained themselves before they came to the Netherlands, and often they even had also
financially supported close or even extended family members.
Next to explicit reference to their background in business as a motivation to start business in the Netherlands again, other stated motivations such as “I wanted to be my own
boss,” “I wanted to earn some money for myself,” and “I did not want to depend on my
husband’s income” indicate that these women have taken the Filipino value of economic
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independence with them. Even when previous business experience, or the supposedly
cultural norm of self-reliance, were not explicitly mentioned as a direct motivation to start
business in the Netherlands, these likely played an encouraging role in their decision, given
the repeated references throughout the narratives to their “entrepreneurial spirits” or to
their strict upbringings that centered upon independency. Notably though, rather than an
urgent economic need, most female traders engaged in business because they wanted to
utilize their skills, which some of them found underrated or neglected in the Dutch labor
market, and have some more worthwhile purpose in life. While committed to child-rearing
demands (many women had children still at home), they also felt a personal need to create
for themselves an autonomous status, a desire to have a “life” or “space of their own.”
Notably, this “life of their own” seemed first and foremost to refer to a life outside the
domestic realm. Even though most women said they already knew quite a lot of compatriots
before they started their business, through their business—which for the most part targeted
the co-ethnic market—they felt they obtained their own, specific place within the Filipino
community. As it so seemed, their trade offered them some kind of distinct personality
amongst their fellow countrymen; at least, it answered up to an emotional desire for wider
recognition. At the same time, considering statements that they would “know the market
personally” or “always have people nearby” they could turn to for assistance, these women’s
acquaintance within the community likely also encouraged their decision to set up a business in more practical sense. This only confirms the generally accepted view in the literature
of the significance of informal contacts within the own ethnic group as an aid to business
formation among immigrants (see for instance Bonacich 1973; Lerner, Brush and Hisrich
1997; Menzies et al. 2000; Portes 1995b; Portes and Sensenbrenner 2001; Staring 2000).
Eileen’s account is in this respect more interesting as it shows a remarkable deviation from
this pattern. More than once during our two meetings, this woman stresses she actually
lacked such ethnic social capital when she decided to embark on business. Instead, she had
to deliberately link up to the Filipino community in order to put up a potentially viable
business. In fact, this was precisely one of the considerations that led to her decision to
become a trader; Eileen explicitly motivates her step into business with her desire to get in
contact with people from her own origin country. As she clarifies, her largely non-ethnic
social re-embedding in the Netherlands was strongly induced by her mother’s marriage with
a Dutchman. In the bicultural household where she spent her first time in the Netherlands,
strong emphasis was put on “adjustment” and “merging” into Dutch society:
My mother had always worked here since she came to this country, and she had to take care of us. So
she herself did not go out so much, and neither did we, you know, to these community things. Besides,
she and my stepfather always said ‘we are here in the Netherlands, so we just have to adjust.’ That
meant we did not really look for Filipino company or things like that. Of course, we had our small
traditions, but that was mostly just in our home. For long time, I had not one Filipino friend here.
(INT25A)

Coming to live with her mother, Dutch stepfather, and siblings in the small town of Hillegom
apparently kept Eileen from developing relations with fellow countrymen. Her brother and
sisters, who had been living here for some years already when Eileen arrived, took her in
into their own circle of primarily Dutch friends, and from here on she got in touch with
other, again mostly Dutch, people. Her marriage with a Dutchman subsequently only reinforced her broader non-Filipino re-embedding. Apparently, for Eileen, this became more
problematic only after she had lived in the Netherlands already for several years, when she
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was “no longer preoccupied with getting adjusted” and could no longer derive satisfaction
from her sideline home job and mother role alone.
Many Filipinos I spoke with in the Netherlands (entrepreneurs and others) said the
greatest adaptation difficulty was adjusting to the individualism in this country, which
sharply contrasted with the strong family orientation in their origin country (also noted by
Stichting Bayanihan 2003; Padilla 1998, 2007; Taguba n.d.). As it turned out, for some, social
isolation played part in their decision to establish a business. Also Meri, operating a web
business in home decoration and fashion items, points to her feelings of loneliness, amplified
due to her Dutch reception in a bicultural marriage, as an important reason to start business.
Unlike Eileen, this woman turned to business already within few years upon her arrival in
the country. In the Philippines, she had had a rich social life and a very demanding career.
Yet, despite her BA degree in agricultural business, MA degree in Business Administration,
and several years of high-skilled jobs in the Philippines, this woman could not find a job to
her liking in the Netherlands:
I was in Manila a very busy person. I was working almost every day until 10 o’clock in the evening.
And I worked like 12 hours a day. I enjoy doing things. So I did not see myself being “a stay home
wife.” So I came here and after a few months I started already to look for a job. But I found out that
was not easy, not easy at all … Until now I have not been very successful in looking for a job. So I decided to put up a small business of my own. At some point I already told my husband ‘I don’t think I
can stay here for long, if I would just stay at home, watching TV, and stuff. I mean, of course, it is a
good life. You are comfortable, you have everything. But that is not what it is all about. I have been
working all my life … for Philippine rates I think I was earning quite a good amount of money when I
was there … Here it was like just staying at home and living with an old cat. (INT12)

Hence, Meri had to look elsewhere to find meaning for her existence, especially since her
strong wish to become a mother so far remained unanswered. Without children, without
colleagues, experiencing difficulties in connecting to her (Dutch) neighbors, being married to
a Dutch spouse who did his best to emotionally support her but would not really understand
her “Filipino thinking,” nor having any Filipino friend with whom she could share her feelings and experiences, it was her solitude, combined with frustration on the job market and
her strong desire for self-achievement, that drove her into business.
In brief, for the majority of the female traders, having many contacts within the Filipino
community formed concurrently an emotional and practical incentive to establish a coethnic-oriented enterprise. For some others, it was precisely the lack of a Filipino network—
in fact more often presented as the opportunity to develop such network—that informed
their decision to become an entrepreneur. Strikingly, of all 14 traders who participated in
the present study, only one deliberately chose not to be entrepreneurial active within the
own ethnic group. For this woman, Juliet (INT17, also briefly discussed in the introduction of
chapter 2), her decision to engage in a what she called “unusual trade,” i.e. management
books for large companies, was part of a greater challenge to prove herself; in addition, she
believed her life was “already enough Filipino,” being actively involved in various ethniccultural organizations and in development activities directed at her former hometown.
Therefore, her trading activities were purposefully meant to create a place outside the ethnic
realm.

Trade: the “obvious choice”?
Whether for maintaining and expanding of old relationships, or for developing a so far
practically non-existent social network, for the interviewed traders, the decision to engage in
business was generally to be understood as a wish for a site of self-determination and more
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independence. Importantly, this seemed in most cases to allude more to some kind of emotional or social self-determination than to a truly financial self-reliance. As all women (except for one who during the fieldwork period got divorced) were not the main income
earners, they did not have to worry too much about making money. In fact, more than once,
it appeared the spouses of these women financially supported their business undertakings,
or, more often, had supported these during the start up phase. Confirming the findings of
Woelz-Stirling et al. (2000) on Filipinas married to Australians, these women “simply” did
not want to be confined to the domestic realm alone when they were accustomed to working
hard or maintaining a career in the Philippines. The way most women explained their
decision to start an enterprise in trade strongly suggested this was a decision that was taken
rather indifferently, or almost subconsciously. That is, only few female business owneroperators indicated it had been their specific aspiration to become a saleswoman; most
women suggested that to them, operating “whatever” business was what they had had in
mind—a small retail outlet was subsequently “an obvious choice.” Nonetheless, their stories
revealed how a trading enterprise did entail various attractions to them after all, and these
attractions were of both practical and emotional nature. Consider Cecil’s answer:
Well, I actually did not even give it much thought. I mean, if you want to have a business, what can
you do? Trading is the most logical, right. Anyone can put up a trading business, it is easy, there is
nothing to it. You don’t need to have a lot of money to get started. All you need is perhaps some selling skills, but that is easy to learn too. (INT28)

Whereas Cecil, like most other women, presents her start up of a trading enterprise as a selfevident choice, she also gives a very practical reason for this decision: the low entry barriers
of the sector. Indeed, while retailing generally has limited returns due to the strong competition, it is easy to enter because of comparatively small financial and human capital investments. In addition, as we already saw, most women felt confident to start because of their
personal acquaintance with the market. While their connections within the Filipino community, which the women conceived both as a pool of aid and as a loyal clientele, is not really a
trade-specific factor of decision, their familiarity, and personal affinity, with the products to
offer can however be seen as such. One woman said, laughing: “I do not need to go out
searching for the foods I like; I have my whole cellar stuffed with it!”
Although, as we will see in following chapters, not specific for this particular business
sector, various women considered trade moreover an attractive business option because it
could be done simply from the home (most respondents ran their trade, or started this, from
out of the own dwelling). In this, their mother role and domestic tasks were cited as primary
reasons to establish a home-based trading business. Importantly, they did not seem to
experience these family responsibilities as a burden to pursuing their personal ambition;
rather, this line of business allowed them to integrate two important aspirations in life, i.e.
work and family. Said Clara: “Trading from the home let me be a good mother and a working
woman at the same time—what more can I want to be!” (INT27)
Throughout our conversations, the women so often referred to the ease and convenience of running a trading enterprise. This may largely explain their portrayal of the decision
to become a trader as a self-evident or even impulsive choice. In addition to these—partly
subconscious—practical considerations, the decision to engage in trade was also underpinned by more emotional rationales. For one, offering Filipino (or Asian) goods to compatriots was seen as a unique opportunity not just to link up with compatriots, but also to
“mean something for the community.” Several women talked about their trading activities as
a social assignment; through their business, they believed they helped their compatriots
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celebrate or revive their ethnic backgrounds far away from the roots, which in turn constituted an important source of pride and self-esteem to them personally. As I will discuss in
greater detail in section 7.5, this emotional attraction of a trading enterprise turned out to
have a special connotation for businesses that linked up to the native soil.
Finally, the lure of trade, and the satisfaction these women obviously derived from it,
also seemed to entail an element of nostalgia. Talking about how they, within the private
sphere of the own house and household, combined their roles as mothers, housewives,
spouses, and business owner-operators made various women think back of their lives in the
Philippines. Several of them explicitly and repeatedly referred to their own childhood, when
their mother was engaged in a similar type of economic activity in which they themselves
then usually had played an assisting role as well, often with joy. As one woman tellingly
explicated, with both a sense of wistfulness and enjoyment in her voice: “It reminds me of
my youth, when our home was also stuffed with all kinds of goods that my mother would
sell. It is like I am doing now what she did then. And now in turn, my children help me out
every now and then.”
Thus, low-cost to set up, easy to run, knowledge of the market and reliance on one’s
personal contacts, and a note of reminiscence, for most entrepreneurs, a small business
within the traditional niche of immigrant enterprise may have felt as some kind of a first
impulse, or at least something that went without saying—where it was actually not an act
without any reflection. While for some, the step into entrepreneurship was partly a response
to underrated skills in the labor market, above all, this specific line of business turned out to
accommodate a variety of enticements above other occupations. Besides, whereas the choice
for “the obvious business” would appear to demonstrate that these business(wo)men had
little growth aspirations, they in reality often did have certain dreams for and aspirations to
further develop their business.

7.3 Business objectives: between dreams and aspirations
Eileen’s discussion of her objectives as a businesswoman illustrates some more common
trends among the Filipina traders in the survey. Inquiring directly about her goals in business and asking her whether her store was indeed the fulfillment of her entrepreneurial
aspirations (recall the claim in the Munting Nayon that “Finally, Eileen’s dream came
through”) did not provide for a straightforward answer. Similar ambivalence I also observed
among other women traders when asked whether they aspired to further develop their
business, or, more generally, what objectives they aimed at with their business engagement.
Closer analysis of their stories and observation of their ways of storytelling did nonetheless
provide some clues as to what they had in mind for their entrepreneurial careers and what
were the personal rewards they aimed for.
The first time we meet, when Eileen has just started her home-based business, she indeed expresses it is her “ultimate dream to have my own real store one day”—albeit at that
time she does not seem to have set out a deliberate plan to achieve such, stating she would
“just see what will happen.” Apparently, after that meeting, her home trade went that well
that she felt confident enough to “break out” and set up shop. Even though, when I meet her
for the second time shortly after the opening of her store, the viability of her venture is not
yet proven, the establishment of an outlet undeniably fulfills her with great pride and satisfaction, for two reasons in particular.
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On the one hand, her satisfaction emanates from a rather practical consideration. Interestingly, whereas she initially perceived a home-based business as a suitable way to pursue
work and household commitments, Eileen at some point felt her home trade started negatively affecting her family life. Against all the odds, her business soon started demanding
more and more of her time. Customers kept coming back and brought in new clientele. Soon
“the phone did not stop ringing” and she and her spouse delivered orders seven days a
week—because of his work mostly in the early mornings, late evenings, and “free” weekends. The basement, which was used as office and warehouse, was quickly filled with boxes
up to the ceiling, her small desk with phone and computer squeezed in between. Customers
also personally came to her place to buy their favorite products, even on early Sunday
morning. Though this unexpected prosperous development of her entrepreneurial career
certainly fulfilled Eileen with great joy, she says: “At some point, it was just getting too much.
I was never really free, people always called upon my time, and then they were disappointed
or even angry when I told them to come back at another time. So that is why I also wanted to
have my own store.” Thus for her, the physical separation of the work and private realm was
meant to protect her family life; a store was desired as it provided more stability and was
better manageable and controllable than her home-based trade.
On the other hand, her pride in having “a real store” seems to ensue from a more symbolic value attached to such. It proves to herself her capabilities as a businesswoman, and is
a public mark of her existence. In fact, Eileen seems to believe it provides her some special
prestige within the Filipino community—well-expressed by the opening of the shop by the
ambassador. As she additionally clarifies: “People now come to me from all over the country
to get their goods, instead of me bringing the goods to them.” Likely, having a physical place
outside the home where people can shop is an important step to gain wider acceptance;
Eileen’s story in any case suggests that, with Filipino customers entering her store, she in
turn feels she has “more truly” entered the Filipino community—from which she was separated for so long. At the very least, a “real store” appears to give her, literally and figuratively, a place of her own and makes her more visible, and likely also more credible, as a
businesswoman than a business from out of the own home.
For these reasons, indeed, Eileen confirms, a dream came true when the ambassador
cut the ribbon. Nonetheless, the “finally” referred to in the news story seems misplaced.
First, her pathway towards becoming an entrepreneur has hardly had serious hurdles or
difficulties. Second, having her own business is not a dream she has cherished “ever since;”
as we saw, Eileen’s entrepreneurial aspirations developed only after several conditions in
her life in the Netherlands worked together—pushing and pulling her—towards her decision to become an entrepreneur; and her choice to become a trader was in fact more of a
chance that propped up rather than a deliberate plan. Third and perhaps most important of
all, a store, while not her dream ever since, is neither the foreseen ultimate goal of Eileen’s
entrepreneurial career. That is, during our second encounter, it appears that running a shop,
while certainly adding to her pleasure in being a trader, is no longer fulfilling her ambitions
in business. This time, this female business owner-operator clearly expresses her strong
intent to become a trader “of goods not offered by any other dealer here,” since “only offering puto mix or pancit canton” (typical Asian dishes), products which she can easily purchase
from local Asian wholesalers, is no longer as challenging as it was before. Proudly, she shows
to me a small assortment of goods she has just imported herself from the Philippines, and
says this is—hopefully—only the beginning as she aims to import more merchandise and on
a more regular base from her country of birth. Therefore, opening a shop was a dream of

150

hers; once realized, this woman gained more confidence in her capabilities and accordingly
developed new aspirations and formulated other objectives for her business.

Desiring “a bigger business”
When asked what they aimed for in business or what future plans they had for their business, most female entrepreneurs promptly answered things like “I do not think about that, I
live from day to day” or “I do not make any plans,” or, as Eileen in first instance said, “I just
see how it comes.” Such sayings suggest that these women do not have any objectives or
strategies for their commercial activity. This suggests a lack of planning. However, as we also
saw among the caterers in the previous chapter, the traders often do have some objectives
for their business after all – as it seems, they are simply not always consciously aware of this.
Their objective-setting showed more than once at other points in our conversations when
the traders “accidentally” let out their intentions and wishes as regards their entrepreneurial
involvement; in addition, their promotional materials (company websites mostly) were often
more explicit and revealed some of their aspirations in business, specifically the more
strategic ones.
Beyond advancing the usual sales pitches such as offering “the most reliable services,”
“the highest quality,” or “the lowest rate in town which none other competitor in this business can offer” as their business goals, on more than one occasion, the entrepreneurs indicated they aspired to move their business activities beyond the borders of the Netherlands.
Clara and Cecil for instance both say they intend to become the largest supplier of Philippine
food products in the Netherlands, Belgium, and Germany; Tita even asserts, on her website,
that she aims her online fashion and gifts shop “to be known worldwide.” Several entrepreneurs explicitly referred to the import/export company Pinoy Palengke, owned by Joel (who
helped Eileen start business) and his wife, as the kind of business they would like to have
one day; this business thus functioned as their role model. By definition, also this wholesale
business is still only micro-scale, with just family and a couple of temporary workers (irregularly) employed in it. Yet it appears that the moderately spacious outdoors warehouse, the
regular and relatively considerable export to several countries (twelve, according to Joel),
and, most of all, the self-maintained business linkages with the Philippines speak to these
small traders’ imagination. Rosalyn, who buys and sells Asian foods within the confines of
the Netherlands, explains why:
One day, I will be as big as Pinoy Palengke, that is what I want. Bigger even perhaps. At least having
my own imports, so I do not need to buy it here. That is what I really want. You know, that is just
something different, right, it just is. It is more like really bringing the Philippines here! (INT22)

Interestingly, whereas exporting to unfamiliar countries may be a more complicated activity
and thus command more respect, it seems that especially importing from the own origin
country is highly appreciated. This appreciation has not in first place to do with (allegedly
higher) financial gains. As suggested by the quote above, which was supported by other
similar comments, personal import seems first and foremost to be appraised as a means to
ease feelings of belonging to the native soil, perhaps even of home sickness. While also
domestic traders in Philippine consumables provide a “taste of home away from home”
(unsurprisingly an oft-used business slogan), import brings in most literally the familiar
flavors of the old home into the new one. In that sense, personal import has an added, mostly
symbolic or emotional, value in the process of homemaking. Closely related to that, the
repeated references to the Pinoy Palengke enterprise and its import activities indicate how
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business relations with the origin country yield good reputation, respect, and status within
the ethnic community—which may also be what, eventually, these small traders hoped to
obtain through their entrepreneurial ventures. In sum, the female traders who participated
in this study more than once expressed a business growth objective, which alternately—or
concurrently—took the shape of an outdoors store, a greater market share, expansion to
other countries, and, particularly, import from the Philippines. Reasoning that strategic
objectives in business usually serve some underlying personal goal, these women, rather
than for wealth, seemed to aim for personal recognition, prestige, and self-esteem; hence,
their growth objective primarily served personal and non-economic goals.
Still, at the same time as they spoke of their ambition for a “bigger business,” it remains
to be seen to what extent the entrepreneurs really will be prepared and able to actively
pursue growth. Each of the women’s stories shows how their lives emphatically evolve not
only around their business, as well-illustrated by the following rationalization of businesswoman Tita:
So far you know, I actually kept silent. Because you know, I work, I have my family, I have my hobbies, I
have a social life. I just have so much to do. And besides, I just do this [business] as a hobby. I want to
keep it small. At least, for now. But I will go discuss with my boss whether I can work less in the future,
and maybe, if in the future the trade goes well, then I will have to stop and say goodbye to my employer. But right now, I just don’t want to take that risk. Bad economy you see. So you have to be smart. So,
how I do it right now, I can still keep it, in a quiet way. But when I start needing a lot of time for my
business, then it is also time to quit my job. I can’t simply do it all, right! (INT29)

Like Tita, a striking number of the female traders also emphatically mentioned other occupations or activities to be important to them, apart from their domestic roles: a part-time job,
membership in an ethnic-cultural organization, sports, or other leisure activity. Clearly, they
have to juggle between their various aspirations and responsibilities as well as with their
limitations in time and resources. Therefore, for at least some of them, their entrepreneurial
growth objective is likely to be unrealistic and daydreaming, a claim which finds support in
the observed lack of planning to achieve this. In any case, Tita in the quote above displays a
somewhat more strategic attitude regarding realization of her business aspirations than I
generally encountered among the women I spoke with. Still, even though most women did
not seem to map out a road to realize their growth objective, a considerable number of them
demonstrated they since business inception had in fact already adopted various tactics to
more firmly establish and expand their micro trading pursuits. The following two sections
discuss these tactics.

7.4 Expanding the trade within the country of settlement
Since many of the traders, like Eileen, engaged in business not so much out of economic
necessity but more so to bring more meaning to their lives, use or develop their skills, link
up with others, and create for themselves a space of autonomy, most of them started their
trading activity simply by selling their merchandise at private parties or by phoning around
among the own circle of friends and relatives. One woman explained she always took some
print-outs of her (potential) assortment with her whenever she left the house so she could
always press it into the hands of acquaintances she would coincidently meet in the street.
Some vendors initially only purchased and delivered on direct order, others began with a
very limited stock of products stored in the own cellar or attic. As several entrepreneurs
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noted, these practices closely resemble the “buy and sell” concept widely pursued by women
in the Philippines, in which the sales are also often ad hoc and primarily thrive on the close
personal relations of the traders. Clearly, such business strategies posed minimal financial
risks and for the incipient entrepreneurs mainly functioned as an experiment to test the
waters of self-employment. For the same reason, not all of them—like Eileen—had registered their trade when they made their first sales.
Next to personal promotion among the own acquaintances, the majority of the traders
also use the high level of collective activity within the Filipino community in the Netherlands
as a channel to promote their business among a wider public; through participation in or
support of Filipino organizations and events they cultivate close connections with other coethnics. Especially the yearly Independence Day is a popular happening for (emergent)
micro business activity. Already months ahead, the Filipino magazine Munting Nayon starts
promoting the event, announcing the guest singers who specifically for this occasion come
over from the Philippines, praising the sponsoring businesses, and inviting “entrepreneurs/individuals intending to display commercial banners/distribute flyers/promotional
products/food items at the picnic ground”—against a modest contribution in the cost of
organizing the picnic. With several thousands of visitors, this grand community event is the
occasion par excellence to market the business within the own ethnic group. Each year early
summer, hundreds of party tents mushroom all over the recreation gardens, and barbecue
smoke rises everywhere from the picnic grounds. With their merchandise—mostly ethniccultural goods such as Filipino foods and drinks, health products, and magazines or DVD’s—
displayed in hired booths, on garden tables, or on carpets laid out on the field, or simply
selling from out of the trunk of the own car, dozens of Filipinos (often women, assisted by
their Dutch spouses) seek to do business with the continuously passing flow of visitors.4 It
was here that I got to know Eileen, who displayed her wares in a large stall, assisted by her
mother and stepfather. Only few weeks earlier had she met with Joel and bought her first
items from him. As she later explained to me, this festivity came as a perfectly timed chance
to meet her prospective customers, learn about their particular wishes, and introduce herself
as a new saleswoman to them. Hence, not only the more established business owneroperators show up at this event, also many occasional, informal, or starting traders grasp this
opportunity, for a one-time experience or to expose themselves as future players in the field.
Direct approach of acquaintances, engagement in community affairs, and word-ofmouth propaganda were thus, as all traders emphasized, by far the best ways to get their
business started. Clearly, in view of the relatively small Filipino community, these are cheap
and easy means to become more publicly known. Repeatedly, my respondents said how once
people in their immediate surroundings knew of their business, things often “just went by
themselves.” Instead of themselves calling around, people started approaching them—not
only their personal acquaintances but also people who had heard of them indirectly:
I believe, oral that is stronger, you know. Better than advertising in the paper. Because I have quite a
lot of acquaintances. And then it goes “via via” he. For example, I know somebody who has a large
group herself. So I just let her know of my sales and then I ask her if she would also tell her friends of
my business. And so it spreads sooner than you can imagine, and it costs me hardly anything. (Tita,
INT29)

4 In recent years, the organization of this event has assigned a specific so-called Picnic Cultural Bazaar site
where entrepreneurs can showcase their products or services. In the annual reunion of 2007, some 60
enterprises participated in this event (Payoyo 2007, 23).
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Like Eileen, various other traders explained that only once their trade began to demand
more strategic coordination amidst other daily occupations, they registered as a formal
business. Viability had been proven or was expected to satisfactory degree, and with more
and more time investment and money involved (and thus more management required), this
was the logical next step—which, as it seems, in a way also symbolized the first step towards
attainment of a personal goal: public acceptance and affirmation of their capabilities as a
business(wo)man. The stories of several entrepreneurs additionally showed how they from
this moment on, after they had been officially recognized as a sales(wo)man (or perhaps
more rightly: after they had themselves formally accredited this new role in life), put more
efforts in establishing a more secure business foothold and accessing a greater market. The
following subsections consider two of these strategies through which the traders “moved
beyond the local.”

Moving beyond the local: going digital
A practice that has clearly become increasingly popular is the use of internet. Not only are
businesses publicized through a personal website, they are also more often organized as
online shops.5 Sometimes, e-commerce is an additional trading avenue. Other times, the
business mainly relies on it—although of course also then the business owner-operators
may occasionally engage in exhibitions or other outdoors sales activities.
Such is the case of Meri and Tita, who both principally operate their trade on the internet. While also their very first sales were done privately amongst close friends, their formal
trade was straight away organized as a web shop. Even so, both women make clear they
consider their e-commerce mostly as a try out or an onset for a real shop. Tita explains:
In the future, I want a real store, a real boutique. But right now, it is hard with the bad economy.
First, we intended to put up a store. But somehow we could not get any loan from the bank, I don’t
know why. Anyway, so then I thought, if I have a real store, I also have to be there all the time and
then I cannot continue my job anymore. So better to first just do this online store, that is more convenient and better with the economy. Just at my own pace. But then, hopefully, the web store is a nice
stepping stone for a real store. (INT29)

Also Meri appoints her risk adverse attitude and, related to that, limited financial capacity as
important reasons to start her business career on the internet. Clearly, the online shop is a
relatively cheap and less risky venture and allows combining business with other occupations, within or outside the domestic realm. Another obvious advantage is its unlimited reach.
Tita’s website thus announces that her shop “aims to be known worldwide and that is why we
will be using the ‘dot.com’ instead of the ‘.nl’ as our website.” Other traders who operated
online were less ambitious, but similarly explained they hoped in this way to “break out”
outside their own circle of acquaintances and make themselves known among a wider public.
Yet, despite its advantages, online commerce has its downsides too, as noted by various
entrepreneurs. Even though it offers the customers the chance to buy whenever they want
without having to leave the house, Tita, and Eileen also, believe a “normal store” to ultimately be a better way to sell, as a physical place enables the customers to have direct contact
with both the sales person and the merchandise. Such would, as suggests Tita, who on her
5 Over the fieldwork period, I came across a dozen or so of Filipino-owned web shops, which, without exception
targeted the co-ethnic market, mostly with Filipino/Asian daily consumables, sometimes also with more specific
cultural products such as movies, magazines, or music. Expressions and observations in this section also draw
from analysis of these sites, as well as from brief email contacts or casual conversations with some of the
business owner-operators, when I met them as they were promoting their businesses on community events.

154

website sells “trendy products and the likes—not yet introduced in the Netherlands but sure
to be a grand-slam success,” even be more important in case of more unique and expensive
goods; for “those everyday Asian foodstuffs” one would exercise less restraint to buy online.
Other online traders affirmatively said that their offer of Asian daily consumables was
already familiar to their, mostly Filipino, customers; hence, in their opinion, a web shop was
simply the easier way for both parties to do trade. Nonetheless, several of them additionally
emphasized they themselves actually enjoyed more the personal contact with customers and
experienced this as a deficiency inherent to their web operations.
It is worth mentioning though that it is not only for business rationales such as expanding the scope and breaking out of the own circle that entrepreneurs go online. One woman
for instance said she, especially in view of her deficient command of the Dutch language, felt
rather hesitant in having direct contact with strangers; online selling was a solution to this
problem, especially since she could count on some help from her Dutch spouse in the digital
communication with the customers. Another woman said she actually considered the set up
and maintenance of the website primarily a “fun activity” of herself and her husband, something they could do together. This couple spent many evening hours behind the computer to
make their website more attractive. Next to product and price lists, the company sites I
visited often provide additional information on issues that are (or thought to be) of direct
concern to the Filipino community, such as news from the Philippines, a cultural events
calendar, or typical Filipino recipes; some have included a forum to exchange ideas on
whatever topic (although, logically, often with an ethnic bias); and sometimes, there is also a
section in which the entrepreneurs reveal some of their own backgrounds and display family
pictures. This provides for a personal touch and offers the visitors a sense of comradeship,
especially when the entrepreneurs allude to their presumably shared Philippine origin and
migration experiences. Seen as such, this public personal storytelling may, apart from a
leisure activity, be a fruitful tactic to promote the business – first and foremost among fellow
countrymen, but likely also among a wider public with an interest in ethnic-cultural products.

Moving beyond the local: employing agents
Another strategy in which Filipino traders enlarge their business network is through the
employment of agents or distributors across the country of settlement. Here, the story of
Rosalyn is instructive. Late in 2002, only three years after her migration to the Netherlands,
this woman started Rosy’s Commerce, a trading business in daily Asian consumables. Whereas Rosalyn’s reasons to become an entrepreneur largely resemble those of the other
female vendors in the survey, this woman seems more strongly determined to achieve
business success in terms of economic growth and revenues. In this, her Dutch spouse plays
an essential role. While the Filipina entrepreneurs I spoke with (also in other business
sectors) repeatedly said their (Dutch) spouses “helped out” in their business activities, most
women considered their business principally their responsibility. Yet in case of Rosalyn,
even though Rosy’s Commerce is registered as her sole property, it turns out she and her
husband view the business as co-owned and operated. As Rosalyn explains, she and Henk
had ever since the beginning of their relationship been “thinking of what we could do for
ourselves.” While both were still also working other jobs when I meet them, they express the
strong hope to, in the near future, subsist solely on their trading enterprise. Sharing this goal
in life clearly encourages the couple to calculatingly pursue their business ambition. In
contrast with the frequently observed perception of trade as an “easy business” that would
not require many resources nor demand deliberate planning ahead, Henk and Rosalyn often
underscore the importance of sound preparation and strategic objective setting:
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Rosalyn: Your business plan is 99 percent of your business. Like your commercial activities, your administration, your bookkeeping, your tax, everything, marketing. That is all part of the plan.
Henk: Yes, like how are you going to do it? Who are you going to contact? When are you going to do
that? How many sales per day do you want and need, how many per week? What are our costs? What
are our objectives in six months, what in one year? Your business plan is very important. You have to
prepare your business before you start. 99 percent of your business is preparation. And only one percent is you decide to start … So we did this market research and before we actually started, we had
this whole book, a business plan. (INT22)

Their market research resulted in the decision to start a trade in, as says Henk, the “rather
safe business of Asian foods”; once they have established a more or less secure foothold, they
will expand with less traditional and “more risky products.” Even though they seem to
consider their enterprise still in the start up phase, this entrepreneurial couple did not, like
most other traders, start their sales on a try out base, with ad hoc buy and sell and only a few
boxes of products in stock. Instead, they right away organized the business on larger scale
(though still from the home) and in a more planned way. Alluding to most other traders
within the Filipino community, Rosalyn stresses that to them, the business is “after all not
just a sideline or hobby activity” but meant to become their main source of sustenance.
Essential, and typical, part of their operations is that they contract contact persons in
various regions of the Netherlands to whom they sell larger quantities against discount
prices and who are then free to sell their purchase on their own terms and occasion—albeit
in a specifically assigned rayon. Hence, from establishment onwards, this business has
functioned primarily as an intermediate trade. Though the couple does actively approach
other retailers, and even though people can buy directly from them, their business focuses
on selling to their agents, who all are, as Rosalyn expounds, befriended Filipinas who “just
wanted to do some sales activity on the side” and who have more contacts in the ethnic
community than she herself has. As such, Rosalyn and Henk have positioned themselves
strategically amidst the personal wishes or needs of acquaintances for an additional income,
for social contacts within the community, for some (economic) independence from their
husbands, or for whatever other reason these people may have to engage in a sideline
activity. In the early days of their business, this was, as the entrepreneurial couple claims
with pride, a pioneering strategy; according to them, no other Filipino trader in the Netherlands had yet thought of calling in friends to take part in the sales process and so expand the
sphere of action beyond the own circle of acquaintances. Yet, Rosalyn adds, now with some
irritation in her voice:
To survive in the Filipino community, you have to be careful. They are your friend. But sometimes, you
think you have a friend, but they can break you in no time. Like, if you have a business, the next one is
going to be jealous and they want to have the same business. It has already happened, you know. They
are doing what we do now. They are also drawing in other people to sell for them. (INT22)

Indeed, after my meeting with Rosalyn and Henk, advertisements in the Munting Nayon and
updated company websites revealed how several other Filipino traders had copied this
growth tactic and also had started authorizing co-ethnics to sell their wares in a designated
district, or were looking for (more) selling points in the Netherlands. Clara’s company
website for instance says: “Are you interested in an interesting (extra) income? Wishing to
put up your own sari sari in your own house? Contact Mi Casa!” Thus, this Filipina trader in
Filipino foods and non-foods directly refers to the typical female sideline business practice in
the Philippines and so hopes to attract compatriots to start vending for her. To make this
even more attractive, Clara raffles off Filipino party karaoke games among those who sell on
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behalf of her and those who bring her into contact with new vendors. Interestingly, she
offers two options: sales(wo)men can determine their own prices, but then work entirely on
their own; or they can work with the price list of Mi Casa and then get assigned a rayon of
their own, with free promotion opportunities through the business website. Hence, Mi Casa
is either only the supplier—against discount—or lends a helping hand in the sales. Less than
six months after Clara started her business at the end of 2004, she acquired the help of eight
distributors in various parts of the Netherlands. Whereas she initially catered only to a small
region in the hinterlands, her market in short time covered “nearly all of the country” and, as
she says full of pride, her business “is still growing every week” (INT27).
Thus, e-commerce and “micro-wholesaling” provide two quite simple and cheap tactics
to increase the spatial scope of the business beyond the local environment and to reach
outside the business owner-operators’ personal social network. What is more, once operating in this manner, these entrepreneurs not only enlarged their spatial radius of action but
also seemed to have climbed up an imaginary hierarchy of traders. As one of the entrepreneurs said with an obvious sense of self-importance, she had “risen from the rank of petty
vendors into the class of micro-wholesalers,” functioning as the middle(wo)man between
larger companies and her own agents. Apparently, alongside the scope of the business
network increases one’s prestige—at least, one’s sense of self-esteem does. However, it
seems that the business that has most value to Filipino business(wo)men, i.e. a stable and
sizeable import/export business connected to the land of birth, for most traders included in
the present study is more of a dream than a real option. The following section asks how
some managed to engage in transnational social space whereas others refrained from such—
despite their expressed wish for such connection to the native soil. In addition to describing
the various operational features or tactics that facilitated the cross-border activity, this
section also elaborates on the supposedly specific rewards that such venture yields.

7.5 Moving beyond the national: going transnational
Though a significant number of the Filipino traders interviewed maintained some import/export linkages with the Philippines, or were, like Eileen, poised to do so, in only a very
few cases could these transnational trading connections be considered stable (in the sense of
recurring or lasting) or did they form the main locus of the business activities. Businesses
that relied on trade with the Philippines were thus exceptional. Restraints in time, finance,
and capabilities appeared to play an important role here. Several domestic entrepreneurs
indicated they “loved [the idea] to import from the Philippines,” but would not know how to
arrange business deals with overseas companies and handle importing goods. These women
feared the regulations they would have to deal with; as it seemed, they simply did not want
to complicate their business activities by going transnational, at least not within their
present-day lives. Neither did they feel an urgent need to import these goods themselves
since they could easily purchase their merchandise on the Dutch market. Besides, their sales
were usually believed to be too small to bear the additional overhead costs of importing and
still stay competitive amidst the many businesses in the Netherlands with a similar product
offer (Asian dailies). Henk, the Dutch husband of Rosalyn:
I did some research here in Rotterdam and Antwerpen about the importing regulations. With food
products especially, import is very difficult. We are too small to be able to handle that ourselves. So
we don’t import ourselves. I wanted to, but because we are a very small company, you cannot import
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in volume. That means, your price is more expensive … I made this computation, with one container,
and then I found out that the cost is much higher as to buy it here in the Netherlands, from an importer. (INT22)

Apparently, import of ethnic-cultural dailies is cost-effective, or perceived as such, only for
few, and larger, companies. Joel, the renowned importer/exporter of Filipino and other
Asian consumables, calls himself very lucky to be able to endure the stiff rivalry. In fact,
throughout our conversation, he more than once expresses his amazement with, and gratefulness on, the success of his business—as if everything has just fallen in his lap. His story
however also indicates how mere luck is not the only explanation for his entrepreneurial
achievements. When asked how he deals with the competition and is, as one of the few, able
to import, he clarifies:
Well, we are successful because our business ... We were already here before all these others came to
sell the same goods. It is like a boom really, both of large businesses and small ones. But we survive
because we do it with a personal touch you know. That is how our customers became our friends. Unlike the other big companies, you know, they only talk to the person that orders, but they never see
them in real. But I made it a point to visit them. Here, in Germany, Belgium, even up to Spain. We visited them all personally … Sure, there is still competition. But we have a different market, in a way.
A separate market, because all our customers now, they became our friends, you see. In the beginning, they were just customers. But now, what I heard from my customers ... Some of our products,
their prices are actually higher. But every time they tell us: “What is five or 10 cents when you are
friends?” (INT26)

As Joel continues to explain, while his trade business in fact started as “an accident” with
only one load of products from the Philippines “just to try out to see what would happen,”
business steadily expanded and became known also outside his own social network and
even beyond the Filipino community. As can be read from the quote above, Joel considers his
personal approach and the resulting customers’ loyalty the primary explanation for their
present-day business accomplishments. Besides, he from business inception onwards imported the goods himself, even though on rather small scale, and so managed to get their
international/transnational trade established before the “present-day boom of the exotic
trade.” Since then, the business has gradually but surely grown from a sideline activity into
the household’s full-time and sole occupation.
While today’s cutthroat competition seems an obstacle to start micro scale import of
daily commodities, a more exclusive product offer may have more potential. Both Tita and
Meri, two women selling fashion articles and home decorations which they import from the
Philippines, repeatedly emphasize the uniqueness and quality of their offer as their competitive edge. “You should not be able to buy them around the corner,” Meri formulates as her
business mission and explicates how most of her time is spent on looking for products to
give her business an exclusive character. Tita’s website similarly says:
Tita’s Place has a special aim, which is to cater to the needs of some of our petite customers. It is a
known fact that it is extremely difficult especially here in Europe to find/buy smaller sizes of shoes
and garments. And we do hope that we could be of help in trying to solve this kind of problem.

Tita has thus chosen to provide for specific markets; while she, like Meri, targets a niche in
the demand amongst the majority population for unique foreign products, she also pursues a
typical ethnic niche—the smaller sizes shoes she offers are, as claims her company site,
especially suitable for “the little Asian feet.” Even though viability of these women’s transna-
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tional trading activities is not (yet) convincingly proven, both women believe that their
marketing for a differentiated niche is enhancing their survival chances.
Another and perhaps more feasible way in which small Filipino entrepreneurs have established transnational trade is by combining this with other commercial border-crossing
activities. Unlike Meri, whose business is based only on trading linkages to the Philippines,
Tita for instance started her wholesale and retail business next to a cargo service which she
ran already for several years. As this woman explains, in the run-up phase to her transnational trade, it was particularly helpful she already had a business counterpart in the Philippines who knew all about import/export regulations. Dona, together with her Dutch spouse,
began her entrepreneurial career in the Netherlands with an import/export business in
cooling systems, with much of the export to the Southeast Asian region. As this however did
not form a stable business, she within one year started a travel business on the side. On the
one hand, this additional business activity provided her, and her husband, with the needed
extra income; on the other hand, it allowed her to arrange more easily and cheaper the
frequent international business trips that her husband had to make for their trading venture.
As such, this travel agency was, at least in the beginning, placed in the service of the transnational trading firm. Two other female entrepreneurs, Luz and Josephine, both already
(co)owned-operated a production plant in the Philippines before they also engaged in
transnational trade (Luz, like Tita, had moreover a transnational forwarding business).
These two women already imported their own manufactured products from the Philippines;
adding “general merchandise” to their border-crossing relations was, they said, “only a small
step”, meant to make their existing transnational endeavor more cost-effective. Josephine
thus recently started selling commodities imported from the Philippines, mostly on direct
order from her personal (co-ethnic) acquaintances in the Netherlands; Luz, more remarkably, has engaged in a reverse trading flow as she now regularly exports Dutch products to a
family-operated shop in her former hometown. Each of these transnational entrepreneurs
indicate their step into cross-border trade was significantly facilitated by the fact that they
already had a commercial foothold in the overseas region and could thus rely on personal
fieldwork experiences as well as on existing business relations and channels. For them, this
situation clearly reduced the uncertainty and financial risks commonly associated with
transnational business pursuits. The fact that each of these firms existed already for several
years when I spoke with the owner-operators suggests they have been generating sufficient
sales to be sustainable.
Furthermore, confirming other studies on transnational entrepreneurship (for instance
Ballard 2001; Faist 2000a; Itzigsohn et al. 1999; Menzies et al. 2000; Portes, Haller, and
Guarnizo 2001; Sie and Van Naerssen 2004; Zhou 2004), most of the traders with business
connections to the Philippines are supported by their pre-migration social relations. Only
Dona and Joel started and operate their enterprises without any involvement of their former
social network. Whereas Joel does stress the importance of maintaining good relations with
the business partners, he also firmly argues that
In this line of business, to survive, you cannot afford to make mistakes. Today’s demand should be
met yesterday you see. So my business partners, they have to know what it is about, they have to understand precisely what I want. I cannot entrust my family with that, they do not know the business
that well. Besides, I would not want them to be involved because I do not want them to have that responsibility. And also because … well, with family, you simply cannot treat them the same way as
business partners, right. So you never should mingle business and private if you want both to go well!
(INT26)
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His argument supports Zhou’s claim that occupationally-based ties, while weaker in the
emotional aspect, are of greater instrumental value to the business than the trust-based
strong ties between family members and friends (2004, 1059), which in turn confirms
Granovetter’s famous thesis of “the strength of weak ties” (1973). However, aside from Joel’s
and Dona’s so-called “broad transnational ventures,” all other cases of transnational trade
are operated as “narrow transnational enterprises,” in which the immigrants’ overseas
relatives play an important role in the business emergence and development. Tita and Meri
(and also Eileen who is in the process of transnationalizing her business) for instance
brought in their own siblings “back home” to find “those special products” meant to give
their businesses their unique selling point, to help establish the first contacts with Philippine
suppliers, to communicate particular wishes, and to negotiate deals. Tita explains why she
instructed her brother to “look around for her,” even though she also already had a formal
business partner overseas for purpose of her forwarding pursuit:
Rudolfo lives in Manila, and he assists my business companion, so to say. So he meddles with my business. He has his own little shop, you know, so he already has to do purchasing for that. So for me, that
is a good thing, because he knows where to buy interesting things. I do need somebody that I can always rely on, that I can always call for help, right. Because my companion ... well, that is just not the
same as with family. Especially with the large distance, it is handy if you have somebody close who
can take care of things for you, you see ... Of course, it is like a family favor, we Filipinos always help
each other out, you know that. But I do give him some allowance; some pocket money, so he can look
around for nice deals for me, and also earn a bit himself. So at the moment, he is some kind of delivery boy for my business, like a runner [laughs]. At least until I feel sure enough about the products,
or the producers actually, that he brings me in touch with. Then I can make my own deals. (INT29)

These businesswomen’s overseas relatives thus function as intermediaries with local firms
in the origin country. As such, these instances of “narrow transnational business activity” are
facilitated by the practical help of family members, who may receive some kind of compensation for this but who, as also these relatives themselves explain when I meet them in the
Philippines, primarily work for their sisters’ businesses as part of the culturally defined duty
to help relatives and friends. Whereas this does not necessarily imply that these immigrant
businesswomen would not have been able to start a transnational trading link without the
assistance of their family, both women explain it definitely encouraged their decision to
embark on this activity as it gave them more confidence.
While for Tita and Meri, the family “back home” was primarily of help in the starting up
phase, for the others, the relatives play an enduring, and vital, role in the overseas activities.
Both for Luz and Josephine, close family members administer the manual production of
home decoration and furniture items, partly meant for export to the Netherlands. In addition, two of Luz’ nieces run NederFil Trade, a shop in Luz’ hometown, offering, among other
things, typical Dutch preserves and second-hand furnishings shipped by Luz and her husband from the Netherlands. Working in the opposite direction, Josephine’s sister-in-law
purchases and forwards Philippine products to the Netherlands, where Josephine then sells
these mostly among her own social contacts.
In sum, offering “unique products” and diversifying or combining activities seem to be
practical solutions to lower running costs and enhance one’s economic viability, while
involving the own overseas social network appears a convenient means to negotiate with
remote business partners and deal with the more complex regulations of transnational
activity. These perceived or real higher economic and technical demands seemed to keep
other Filipino traders that I spoke from operating in transnational space. Yet the stories of
the transnational entrepreneurs highlighted the particular rewards of a transnational pur-
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suit—rather than these practicalities. Their accounts provide specific insights into why
immigrants (may endeavor to) establish business linkages with the native soil.

Transnational trade: more than economics
The unconcealed pride with which Eileen shows me her de facto petty collection of Philippine
import speaks for itself; similar sentiment I also observe with Meri and Tita, who, unlike
Eileen, derive the greatest part of their assortment from their native soil. For these women,
whose businesses do not appear so successful by traditional accounting criteria, the decision
to run business in transnational space seems hardly inspired by economic considerations. For
them, expectations of higher profits or greater turnover rates were not key motives when
they started their cross-border trade. In fact, they already then realized that trading with the
Philippines would not be the most profitable enterprise to run. As says Meri:
If I had wanted to make big money, I should have chosen another business. One that is more sure.
This one, it is hard to survive, because you have so much extra costs. So, if it were for that, I probably
would not have gone through all the extra difficulties [of importing myself]. (INT12)

Rather than for money, these women’s choice of business activity had primarily to do with
their desire to develop themselves professionally and stand out “in the crowd.” Throughout
their stories, both Tita and Meri make abundantly clear they consider their business first and
foremost as an outlet for their adventurous or, what they believe to be, entrepreneurial
spirit. Directly importing merchandise from the Philippines is to them a challenging means
to prove to themselves, as well as to others, that they are capable of operating a business
that excels beyond the common. Jokingly yet at the same time somewhat patronizingly, one
of them says her business is “different from those many tiny noodle traders in our community.” More so than most other (domestic) traders I spoke with, Tita and Meri, and to some
degree also Eileen, seem to consider their entrepreneurial pursuits as an important marker
of their personal identity and a means to fuel their self-esteem. Being a transnational actor
elevates them above mediocrity, they seem to feel.
Interestingly, for Meri and Tita, their allegedly unique and higher standard product offer is however not just meant to feed their personal pride and sense of dignity, but also to, as
they explicitly claim, show an underexposed part of Philippine culture to Dutch society. As
Meri says, her country of birth is often undervalued and sometimes even disdained in the
public mind; through her business she hopes to challenge this view:
I had this romantic thought of … most of the things here made in the Philippines are like rotan baskets,
things like that. But as I know the supplier market there, it is not like that. It is not just that. So I was
thinking … maybe I can help bringing out that kind of stuff, and people will not think of the Philippines
like some backward place. Because the Philippines is not just baskets ... So that was basically one of my
reasons [to start transnational business in other kinds of products]. (INT12)

Tita’s company website reads a similar business mission: “The Trading seeks to import
appealing products from this country [the Philippines] and to surprise the Dutch market
with all the beauty that the Philippines offer us.”
These women’s public calling seems to have support among a wider group of Filipino
entrepreneurs in the Netherlands. In 2006, a new yearly community event called “the Filipino Explorer” was launched by a Filipino trader (not personally included in the research),
specifically meant to encourage cooperation among Filipino entrepreneurs “engaged in the
business of promoting Philippine products.” As can be read from the online event’s an-
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nouncement for 2007 (see textbox 7.1, taken from www.filipinoexplorer.eu), the primary
targets are to respond to the Dutch based “Filipino citizens’ cravings for nostalgic food” as
well as to “give recognition to quality Philippine products” in the Netherlands. Filipino
immigrants thus make global connections and create enterprises to produce and promote a
certain self or image in the adopted country, not just of themselves as individuals but also, in
more explicit manner, of their country of origin.

Textbox 7.1

The Filipino Explorer event

The FILIPINO EXPLORER is about the promotion and popularization of quality Philippine products
here in the Netherlands through the initiative of Lumpiaturoturo in Sint Maartensdijk in partnership with other Filipino(a) entrepreneurs living here. The foremost goal of the Filipino Explorer is
to popularize the quality Philippine products and to respond to the demand for Philippine products
for Filipinos living here in the Netherlands. Lumpiaturoturo understands the need of the Netherlands based Filipino citizens’ cravings for nostalgic food, hence, the decision of Lumpiaturoturo to
venture into marketing Philippine products in the Netherlands. With a group of conscientious
Filipino-Dutch friends and acquaintances, we adopted the strategy to conduct a yearly event similar
to the one we had last 29 July 2006 to gather all entrepreneurs and supporters in Zeeland and
perhaps in other places in Europe as well. Hereon, we called our team, FILIPINO EXPLORER TEAM.
With FILIPINO EXPLORER TEAM, we aim to join forces, exchange data, give feedback on quality
control, share news, to satisfy customer demands. But most of all, we place the marketing of
Philippine products on top of our agenda. With all these efforts we believe we can realize our dream
here in the Netherlands to give recognition to quality Philippine products finding its way into the
shelves of leading supermarkets. The primary target groups of the FILIPINO EXPLORER are the
small and medium sized entrepreneurs who are engaged in the business of promoting Philippine
products. Here in the Netherlands, Philippine products are not as popular as other products coming
from other countries in Southeast Asia’s region. There is therefore a need to vigorously promote
them to increase their popularity and demand. This can be done through the cooperation of Filipino
entrepreneurs who are based here or in nearby countries such as Belgium, France, and Germany.
Need for Unity: it is important for all Philippine entrepreneurs in the Netherlands to support this
project or yearly event. It is also important to help each other, not only those who are already in
existence for quite some time but also those who are new or are about to become entrepreneurs.
The more Philippine good/products are sold here, the more that we are able to contribute to
productivity in the Philippines or contribute to job creation and local economic development. We
have all the necessary ingredients to succeed and compete internationally.

Moreover, these traders envision a direct contribution to the progress of the former home
society. Where the Filipino Explorer speaks in general terms about the job creation and local
economic development that sales of Philippine products would bring about, the business
relations of several of the transnational traders included in this chapter are, they emphasize,
specifically meant to economically support relatives or personal acquaintances “back home.”
Thus Luz exports Dutch commodities to her hometown to provide her relatives, who are
responsible for the sales of these goods, an (additional) source of income. Jessie and Frank, a
Filipina/Dutch couple, started the business JF Trading on their overseas plot in a rural town
nearby Manila City. In the Netherlands, they acquire used furniture to be shipped to and sold
through the business in the Philippines. Despite their personal investments in money and
energy, Jessie and Frank themselves do not share in the revenues. Instead, their activities
offer some income to the family “back home,” who own and operate the second-hand store.
In addition, the yields of the business are allocated to an orphanage which the couple,
together with the help of the family and with financial assistance of friends in the Nether-
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lands, has started years ago on the family’s property. As shows this latter case, apart from
economic help by means of job creation, the transnational activities of Filipino traders thus
sometimes also carry a humanitarian purpose.
In conclusion, Filipino-operated trade between the Netherlands and the Philippines is
rather insignificant in terms of turnover or profit. Yet to these immigrant entrepreneurs
personally, their ventures have a range of social and psychological meanings. For those left
in the origin country, the transnational business activities may provide more substantial
material gain. This chapter briefly indicated (and following chapters will provide further
evidence) how these overseas benefits may form an important motivation for, and objective
of, immigrants’ transnational business activity.

7.6 The meanings of being a trader
The foregoing sections discussed the trading activities of 14 Filipino immigrants in the
Netherlands. The stories of these mostly female traders (only one of them was male) reveal a
number of issues that are of interest to the study of both immigrant and women entrepreneurship, since in both fields of study the intersectionality of gender and ethnicity is often
ignored (Essers 2008). Besides, claims Hughes (2003), previous studies on women-run firms
tend to either be based on theoretical propositions or to have adopted a quantitative methodology rather than a qualitative one which explores the views of the women themselves
(also see Marlow, Henry, and Carter 2009; Still and Timms, 2000a). These empirical gaps
may well be a factor in the stubborn existence of certain stereotypical images and assumptions about female immigrants’ entrepreneurial engagement (Ahl 2006; Brush 2006). Below,
I will draw from my findings in this chapter to provide a more nuanced, and in fact more
positive, understanding of these women’s business decisions.

Women and trade: a last resort without promise?
Notwithstanding that the increasing participation of women in business is seen as a positive
development, the emphasis in the literature is often on the small size of their firms (Franco
and Winqvist 2002; Leung 2004; McClelland et al. 2005; Mirchandani 1999; Still and Timms
2000a, 2000b; Walker and Webster 2004), the concentration in poorly paid industries and
financially lesser successfulness (Brush 2006; Leung 2004; Mirchandani 1999), and the slower
growth rates of female-owned business compared to those owned by men (Fielden et al. 2003;
McClelland et al. 2005; Mitra 2002; Still and Timms 2000a, 2000b). Studies furthermore
repeatedly note that women are usually sole operators and run their businesses on a parttime basis (Bruins and Snel 2008; Leung 2004; Still and Timms 2000b), and more commonly
locate their enterprise in the home than men (Carter and Shaw 2006; Mirchandani 1999;
Thompson, Jones-Evans, and Kwong 2009); accordingly, the home-based business is often
constructed as a typical female expression of entrepreneurship (Walker and Webster 2004).
These features occasion the conventionally negative understanding of women’s decision to embark on business. Some studies do indicate more positive factors of choice and an
internal drive for entrepreneurship (Cromie 1987; McKay 2001; Orhan and Scott 2001;
Walker and Webster 2004); still, especially their “negative motivations have been extensively
documented” (Walker and Webster 2004, 405). Generally, the emphasis is on elements of
necessity: rather than being a self-chosen career path, women’s step into business would be
more often enforced by unfavorable employment conditions and blocked mobility (Cromie
1987; McKay 2001; Orhan and Scott 2001; Walker and Webster 2004) or gender associated
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expectations on their role in the domestic realm (McClelland et al. 2005; Mirchandani 1999;
Still and Timms 2000b)—factors which are often closely tied up to one another. Because of
this, the widespread view is that for women, becoming an entrepreneur is not a first choice
but “a last resort” (McClelland et al. 2005, 85; also see Hughes 2003)—a situation that seems
to be especially the case when these women come from certain groups in society that may
face their own particular adaptation difficulties, such as ethnic minority groups (Dhaliwal
1998; Essers 2008; McClelland et al. 2005; Mirchandani 1999; Raghuram and Hardill 1998).
Also with regard to women’s achievements or objectives in business, the general conception is rather pessimistic. As various authors argue, this seems to ensue mostly from
observations that women are less preoccupied with economic gain than men and, related to
that, are often not primarily growth-oriented (Brush 2006; Fielden et al. 2003; McKay 2001;
Mirchandani 1999; Mitra 2002; Still and Timms 2000a). Just as women’s reasons to engage
in business, also this subsequent development, or in fact alleged “non-development,” of
women’s enterprises is often explained as the outcome of gender-related barriers. This is the
dominant view, although some researchers report that women and men encounter quite
similar difficulties and challenges in being small business operators (see Ahl [2006] and
Brush [2006, 617 – 18] for references).
While obstacles faced especially by female entrepreneurs include lack of knowledge,
skills or appropriate training, difficulties in obtaining capital, and discrimination (Brush
2006; McCelland et al. 2005; McKay 2001; Pisanu 20046; Still and Timms 2000b), much of
the literature suggests that the greatest barrier for female entrepreneurs is found within the
gendered expectations and attitudes regarding their role in the family. In fact, these may also
cause the above mentioned other impediments. Tellingly, women’s self-employment, especially when home-based, tends to be described as an accommodating tactic through which
women can meet the demands of their supposed primary responsibility in the reproductive
realm (McClelland et al. 2005; Mirchandani 1999, 225; Still and Timms 2000b); or, even less
enthusiastically, entrepreneurship among women is presented as “a means of catering for
conflicting [italics added] personal and work demands” (McClelland et al. 2005, 86; also see
Mitra 2002, 218). Studies so repeatedly advance the “added burden of a family” (Fielden et
al. 2003, 160), women’s “double shift” (Walker and Webster 2004) or the “double burden of
family and work” (Leung 2004, 105; Pisanu 2004), the expected and restricting family caring
role (Lerner, Brush, and Hisrich 1997; Orhan and Scott 2001), resistance from family and
sense of guilt from neglecting home life (McClelland et al. 2005), and so on, as women’s
primary constraint in pursuing business. Despite significant progress in research on women’s entrepreneurial activities in the past two decades (Brush 2006; Marlow, Henry, and
Carter 2009), it seems Mirchandani’s claim that many researchers have adopted a predominantly essentialist view on the category of the female entrepreneur which “prioritizes sex
over other dimensions of stratification” (1999, 224) is still valid. Much of the literature on
small business still often assumes that exposure to conventional gender roles is a standardized experience for all women and so tends to treat women as a “homogeneous group
subject to similar pressures and motivators” (McKay 2001, 162).
In all, the prevailing representation of women in business is one that addresses women’s different motivations, goals, and achievements as compared to those of men (Marlow,
Henry, and Carter 2009). As such, women tend to be depicted as the “other” entrepreneur; in
fact, given the prevailing male gendered rationale of economic growth, they are often seen as
6 This source provides an overview of recent Europe-wide studies and conferences which specifically deal with
female entrepreneurs and the particular problems they face in being an entrepreneur and operating their business.
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the “lesser” entrepreneurs (Ahl 20067; Brush 2006; Essers 2008; Fielden et al. 2003; Marlow,
Henry, and Carter 2009).8 While not necessarily agreeing, various authors assert how women’s business activities, especially when home-based, have little economic impact (McClelland et al. 2005; Thompson, Jones-Evans, and Kwong 2009), serving mostly for “pin-money”
(Mirchandani 1999, 231; Walker and Webster 2004), and are, therefore, in the main constructed as a leisure or hobby activity rather than as real or legitimate work (Brush 2006;
Carter and Shaw 2006; Leung 2004; Mirchandani 1999; Still and Timms 2000a; Walker and
Webster 2004). Likewise, female business owner-operators are typically ascribed with little
power to make their own choices (Mirchandani 1999); their decision to engage in business,
as well as their subsequent decisions in business, are generally understood as the outcome of
circumstances beyond their own control. The general attitude so still seems to be one that
does not take women truly serious as business operators (Leung 2004; Pisanu 2004; Still and
Timms 2000a; Walker and Webster 2004). Mainstream assumptions, or what Lerner, Brush,
and Hisrich call “conventional wisdom” (1997, 321), continue to bespeak a rather condescending perception of women’s entrepreneurial involvement—tellingly known as the “female
underperformance hypothesis” (Ahl 2006, 603). Even though recent research findings argue
for a different view on women entrepreneurship (Essers 2008; McClelland et al. 2005; Still
and Timms 2000b), women in business are still, literally and figuratively, caught in gender
stereotypes, downgrading assumptions, and patronizing prejudices. To what extent the above
findings and viewpoints are tenable when the individuals studied are reviewed?

Pursuing trade: joy rather than sorrow
To a large degree, the trading businesses in the present study mirror the features generally
ascribed to women-owned enterprises—being small in scale, with low turnover rates, mostly
run part-time by the business owner-operator herself, and often established in the own home.
Yet, whereas these features thus often seem to invoke a rather dull perception of female
entrepreneurship, the stories of the women I spoke with, and especially how they recounted
their decisions and spoke about their business pursuits, suggests we should have a more
favorable conception of their business engagement.
In conformity with previous findings, for the women traders in the present study, push
factors played a role in their decision to engage in business; for some women, these even
played a dominant role. These negative factors of decision mostly related to the neglect or
undervaluation of their capabilities on the regular labor market. Frustration and boredom
with the menial jobs and/or household chores they were doomed to more than once turned
out to be important motivations to start a business. Social isolation was another factor; while
for some, this was related to disappointing job possibilities or experiences, it seemed generally more strongly induced by their bicultural marriages in which the women felt cut-off
from compatriots and cultural-ethnic traditions, as such being a factor that is rather specific
to this immigrant group.
Importantly though, for none of the women, only pushes were part of their decision; they
always also mentioned more optimistic reasons for their step into business. In fact, listening to
their stories and observing the ardency with which they described their entrepreneurial
7 Ahl’s (2006) thorough discourse analysis of 81 research articles on women’s entrepreneurship demonstrates
a strong tendency to recreate the idea of women as being secondary to men and of women’s businesses being
less significant or, at best, complementary to men’s.
8 This shows in concrete ways in, for instance, the emphasis in current policy initiatives meant to support
women entrepreneurs on growth and profitability. Women, Marlow and colleagues assert, are encouraged to
“act more enterprisingly,” which boils down to “to act as honorary men” (2009, 141).
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engagement, the overall impression is that most of them were first and foremost attracted to
instead of forced into business. Difficulties or obstacles in adapting to the Netherlands were
not absent in the women’s stories; yet they usually were not primary. Instead of emphasizing
these factors as pushing them into entrepreneurship, the women generally underscored the
positive conditions and internal drives steering them towards becoming an entrepreneur.
By and large, for these women, more independence and self-achievement were the
main motivations, both on the “pull-side” of the decision-making model. “Meeting compatriots” was mentioned more than once as another, and more specific, motive. Clearly, this
motivation is the more optimistic side-kick of social isolation as a business motivation; the
fact that more women mentioned this aspect as an attraction, rather than their lack of
contacts as a push, bespeaks the generally positive perception on the decision to embark on
business. Consistent with mainstream assumptions, domestic responsibilities came to the
fore as an influence in the entrepreneurial decisions. Importantly however, even though for
some, as noted, boredom with the household chores played a role, none of the women
presented the child-rearing or household chores themselves as forcing them into business,
nor as strong obstacles to their decision-making. In other words, these women presented
their decision to embark on business not as a decision that was expected by others from
them or that was enforced by their domestic duties—business was not the only option left to
them. Their decision was to be understood by the flexibility such provided them to simultaneously be working and be observant of their family caring role. Finally, several women
traders mentioned running a business allowed them to pursue activities, which they sometimes presented as a kind of social mission, that were not possible in a paid job.
In all, these female entrepreneurs by and large focused on their possibilities and the
advantages of entrepreneurship, not on the obstacles or their lack of ability. Confirming the
studies of McClelland and associates (2005), Orhan and Scott (2001), and Cromie (1987), the
women in this chapter do not reinforce the assumption that most women become entrepreneurs for reasons of necessity. For these women, going into business was not a way out of
misery or one of “damage limitation” (Jones, McEvoy, and Barrett 1994, in Dhaliwal 1998,
465) but an opening to a more meaningful and enjoyable life in the adopted country. Starting
an enterprise in trade was primarily a positive decision and comprised an optimistic change
in life. Overall therefore, these women were not “reluctant entrepreneurs” (Brooksbank 2000,
in Walker and Webster 2004, 405), but entrepreneurs driven by opportunity (Bommes and
Kolb 2004).
An observation that underscores this is that many women had aspirations to further
develop their activities and identities as businesswomen. However, realizing that a “bigger
business” would also imply greater risks, stress, and uncertainty, as of now, the “easy business,” as several of them called their ventures, was often more realistic and desirable, considering their resources and capacities, and other roles and responsibilities. Again, it is
essential to stress that the postponement of the ambition for a bigger business to later stages
in life, when domestic responsibilities would take a less prominent position, was—contrary
to the typical acumen—not to be understood as the result of a gender barrier. Rather than
viewing the domestic chores as a condition that restricted them or as a condition that conflicted with their entrepreneurial aspirations, these were part of their personal aspirations.
Personal aspirations may simply include both the domestic role and business. This insight
suggests the need for a more subtle view than that offered by earlier findings and arguments
on the relationship between women’s gender roles and their entrepreneurial activity.
Indeed, this point is essential both for understanding these women’s positive attitude re-
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garding their entrepreneurial involvement as well as for advancing a more positive perception of female entrepreneurship in general.
The interviewed women traders thus predominantly showed great pride in their ability
to combine a personal career and their care giving role in the family. As they saw it, they
were “essentially operating two businesses” (Rehman 2002, 54), i.e. their own and that of
the family, which was, as several women explicitly added to underscore their personal
achievements, more than most other Dutch women they knew attended to. In fact, as sometimes their spouses and/or children collaborated in their business pursuits, some women
suggested they were not so much operating two separate businesses, but were integrating
both in one venture—with they themselves as the person in charge. These women thus
turned round the argument: instead of being blocked in their self-development by their
mother and housekeeping roles, and instead of being what Tita called a “negligent mother or
wife”, their micro trading businesses simultaneously served self-fulfillment and enhanced
family life and cohesion. In short, the women generally seemed to consider their work and
family commitments to be mutually beneficial.
Besides, even when the women—next to pride—displayed modesty on their current entrepreneurial activities and identities as businesswomen (recalling their labeling of their
activities as “an easy business”), several of them pursued various strategies to expand their
business and so built up their entrepreneurial careers. In so doing, most women showed
commitment both to the conventional gender roles and to their role as independent businesswomen.9 The development that their business activities had already gone through, and
the plans these women had for their business in later stages of their lives, show that aspiration levels, objective setting, and entrepreneurial identity are not static concepts but may
develop in consonance with changing living conditions (Greenbank 2001; Mirchandani 1999;
Still and Timms 2000b).

The function of trading: developing and expressing identity
Importantly, running a business did generally not target financial gain. Even though for some
households, the business comprised a source of livelihood, or was meant to become such, the
stories of the female traders strongly suggested that, overall, their entrepreneurial engagement primarily served a range of psychological and social functions—as they saw it, not just
for themselves, but also for the wider Filipino community. These social functions, or meanings, revolved around expressing and proving oneself, public recognition, and prestige.
A transnational business seemed to promote these functions more strongly than a domestic business. Aside from the professional accomplishment of establishing trade with the
origin country, a transnational business appeared particularly highly appreciated as a means
to settle feelings of belonging to the native soil and, as such, to get at home in the country of
settlement. After all, importers brought in literally a “taste of home.” Apart from this more
symbolic or emotional added value—and the esteem going with it—transnational ties were
usually also deemed best suitable—and accordingly esteemed more highly—for the direct or
concrete contributions these would make to development of the origin country. Import from
that country not just brought in something of the old home into the new one, it also brought
9 This formulation is based upon Goffee and Scase’s classification of businesswomen (1985, in Mirchandani
1999) according to their devotion to either traditional gender roles or to business aspirations. While using
these authors’ concepts, I agree with Mirchandani (1999, 226) that this opposition between “entrepreneurial
ideals” and “women’s conventional gender roles” in fact underscores the masculine orientation of entrepreneurial ideals. Moreover, my main intention here is to express how women can in fact pursue both roles
simultaneously rather than considering them as dichotomic.
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something from the new to the old home: jobs/income or other forms of assistance. Transnational trade thus offered a modest though tangible means to personally and directly link up
to the origin country—beyond the conventional remittances or other personal contacts with
the ones left behind.
Still, also when not (yet) actively maintaining transnational ties, running (a Filipinooriented) business seemed an important means for the women to develop and express their
identity as strong and ambitious, socially committed, and independent women. Being a trader
in Filipino goods helped them gain or perhaps regain a sense of self-worth. As entrepreneurs,
they created a distinct profile of themselves within the immigrant community. On the individual level, the meanings of being an entrepreneur were thus primarily to be understood in
terms of self-development, personal achievement, and wider recognition.
Interestingly, the small trading enterprises seemed to serve similar functions or meanings for the community as a whole. While the individual entrepreneurs used their business
as a means to integrate into and make themselves more known within the own ethnic
community, they more than once also considered their trade in Filipino products as a vehicle
to cultivate solidarity ties between their compatriots—in the country of settlement and the
country of origin—and, simultaneously, as an instrument to promote broader respect in the
country of settlement for their ethnic-cultural background, or for their country of origin
more generally. Trading in Filipino goods, and especially importing Filipino goods, offered a
very real means, both to the entrepreneurs themselves and to their co-ethnic customers, to
retrieve some of the ethnic-cultural identity and rejoice the ethnic-cultural background in an
“alien environment”—and become more noticed here as well. At the same time as the Filipinos’ stories show the working of bounded solidarity as a resource to and, more remarkably,
an objective of entrepreneurship, they also indicate how this group of immigrants through
their business activities wished to become more visible and appreciated as an ethnic group
within the wider Dutch multicultural society. In this sense, these entrepreneurs seemed to
believe they fulfilled some kind of bridging function, acting, literally and figuratively, as
(sales) representatives of their culture and native soil.
In all, rather than compromising a phenomenon of great economic significance, the Filipino trade enterprises that were included in the present study thus first and foremost
served, both on the individual and collective level, more intrinsic symbolic and social functions. Such confirms previous studies on female entrepreneurship, and as it seems, it is also
this which contributes to the view that women owned-operated businesses are not, or at
least less, legitimate than the usually more profit-oriented ventures of their male counterparts (Ahl 2006; Brush 2006; McClelland et al. 2005; Still and Timms 2000a; Marlow, Henry,
and Carter 2009). Following Still and Timms (2000a), and as the following chapters will
provide further support for, business achievements should however not be assessed merely
by their economic value. As one Filipina entrepreneur said passionately: “There is more to
business than money!”

7.7 The transnationality of being a trader
Having examined what trade, domestic or transnational, may mean to Filipino entrepreneurs
in the Netherlands, it now remains to explore the conceptual question whether, or how, a
transnational perspective has provided a fuller understanding of these people’s entrepreneurial pursuits. Has this taught us more about their motivations for starting an enterprise,
perceptions on doing business, and ways of operating their business, whether or not this
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business “went transnational or stayed domestic”? I argue below that this approach was
helpful in that it disclosed the underlying reasons for these women’s decision to start and be
satisfied with a trade in ethnic-cultural goods.
First, a transnational perspective illuminated differences in the social-cultural regimes
of the native soil and that of the adopted society. More precisely, it contrasted the individualism of Dutch society with the family orientation in the Philippines. For various female
traders, this clash between the two cultures they were involved in, particularly felt within
the context of the bicultural marriage, comprised an important element in their decision to
start business. Their “narrow social embeddedness” experienced, quite literally, as too
narrow (both meaning “a too limited social life” and “too Dutch”), these women felt a desire
to re-embed themselves more broadly, in particular with people of similar ethnic background. Rather than a resource to the business, for some, social ethnic relations were so the
objective of their business engagement. Hence, whereas otherwise their co-ethnic oriented
businesses may simply have been understood as yet another proof of the supportive role of
ethnic networks in business development among immigrants, a deeper understanding of
these women’s starting motivations showed another relation between immigrant entrepreneurship and ethnic networks. It was a transnational perspective that provided this more
profound, or in fact different, light on the “ethnic preference” that immigrants in business
tend to display.
A transnational perspective helped furthermore account for a fuller understanding of
these women’s decision to engage in “the obvious business” and of their ways of operating
this business, as well as of their pride and satisfaction with it. For these women, the “obvious
business”—a micro scale trading enterprise, based on the buy and sell concept, usually
located within the home, run part-time, and mostly focusing on the own social network as
the customer’s market—reminded them of their own youth and young adulthood in the
country of birth, when they themselves or their mothers were engaged in a similar venture.
Thus, through their business, these women reclaimed and developed an identity that reflected Filipino norms and values. For many female traders, the Philippine cultural ideologies of
family and femininity strongly affected the ways in which they negotiated their new lives in
the Netherlands. Their business involvements embodied their yearning to live up to the
Philippine ideal of an economically independent woman, who is also still committed to her
prominent role within the family.
It was only upon realization of my own cultural—western—assumptions and taking a
more distanced, transnational viewpoint, that I became aware of the enduring influence of
this cultural factor and also came to understand and appreciate more the self-esteem and
pleasure that the women entrepreneurs derived from operating their micro-businesses.
From my own “social location” (Essers 2008, 62) as a western young woman, these women’s
home-based businesses were initially understood as the result of gender barriers or limited
agency—quite similar to the perspective that, as I argued before, speaks from much of
mainstream literature on women’s entrepreneurship. However, once seen from the perspective of the women, their trading activities in fact gave them control over their own lives and
enabled them to fulfill the various roles they themselves had chosen. The “obvious business”
allowed them better than other occupations to be mothers, wives, Filipinas, and independent
women at the same time; their small ventures helped them pursue all these roles next to
each other, or actually, helped them press together these roles in one feasible undertaking. It
was, hence, awareness of the importance for them of family and, simultaneously, of women’s
autonomy, that was necessary to better situate their balancing and experiences of work and

169

family, and not mindlessly understand their business decisions as a lack of resistance to
patriarchal ideologies of gender.
Thus, a transnational perspective provided a better understanding of the position of
these women’s entrepreneurial identity and activity amongst, or we could perhaps even say
within, their other identities and activities in life. It so offered insight into these women’s
multiple embeddedness, and at the same time illuminated which elements of their mixed
embeddedness were most important in their entrepreneurial conducts. Even though the
Filipino traders also appointed structural barriers in the adopted country as part of their
decision to embark on business (lack of job opportunities), it were primarily social-cultural
predispositions that explained the emergence, and operational tactics, of Filipino trade in the
Netherlands. In that sense, the insights advanced in this chapter come close to the traditional
explanations for immigrant enterprise, that is, those put forward by the ethnic-cultural
approach with its focus on the role of immigrant cultures and social networks, ethnic-cultural
strategies, and preferences (see for instance Bonacich 1973; Portes 1987; Zimmer and Aldrich 1987). It was however the transnational viewpoint employed that enabled a more
subtle understanding of these enduring cultural influences and how these worked out in the
immigrants’ business decisions and in their optimistic perceptions of their achievements.

7.8 Conclusion
This chapter discussed the business motivations and objectives of Filipino immigrants
engaged in trade. Except for one, this group consisted of women. Their business operations
greatly mirrored those generally ascribed to women-owned enterprises. At the same time,
the foregoing discussion strongly supports the common conception of trade as a typical
immigrant business sector (EIM 2007; Kloosterman 2003a; Van den Tillaart 2001). With one
exception, the ethnic origin of the entrepreneurs was clearly identifiable in their trading
activities, not just showing itself in their traditional product offer but also in the orientation
towards their own ethnic group, in their practices that reflected Filipino business practices,
in the mutual relations of support and, most tellingly perhaps, in the reality, or the ideal, of
business relations with the land of birth. This commercial activity so featured itself by a
dense web of relations mostly within the immigrant community; the Filipinos’ trading
pursuits were, like most immigrant enterprises (especially of first-generation immigrants),
deeply embedded in the own ethnic community.
Beyond these stereotype-affirmative observations, this chapter brought to light several
more particular findings. First of all, it argued for a more nuanced and more positive perspective on these female traders’ business decisions and achievements than the literature
generally offers. In addition, it demonstrated the dynamic nature of the ethnic networks
used by this specific group of immigrant entrepreneurs, as well as the diverse functions, or
meanings, that business involvement may have.
At the same time as the networks in which the traders operated often blended business
and social relations—predominantly within the confines of the own ethnic community—
their scope ranged from the local to the international field. By actively engaging family
members and others from their social networks in the business operations, Filipino traders
were able to reduce operational costs and increase transactional flexibility and so expand
their market from a local to a domestic and sometimes even transnational space. The dynamism of the sector thus showed especially in the expansion of its spatial scope and in its
internationalization; unlike research findings that indicate that women entrepreneurs are
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hardly growth oriented, this chapter revealed internationalization as an expansion strategy
pursued, or aspired to, by a considerable number of Filipinas. Though it has yet to be seen
whether all these ambitions will be realized, they suggest increasing international Filipino
business linkages in the years to come.
Notably though, not for all entrepreneurs, one’s personal relations were a source on
which they built their enterprise, at least not in the initial period of their business engagement. In fact, for several of them, the business was established exactly to build a social
network in the adopted country. Various women traders started their business precisely
because they wanted to become more integrated into their ethnic group. These women thus
used an economic pursuit as a means to develop a social life, contrary to what is usually
explained in the immigrant business literature, where individuals are presumed to use their
social relations to develop an economic venture.
In a similar way, the trading activities were generally to be understood not so much as
targeting personal economic gain, but more as a means to retrieve, develop, and amalgamate
the self. The business pursuits helped the immigrants to retrieve some of the identity lost in
the process of migration and, typically for the Filipino group, resettlement with a native
spouse—this lost identity referring both to the ethnic identity and to the pre-migratory
individuality as independent and ambitious women. At the same time, most women had
found new identities upon their migration, specifically those of a wife and mother. The
enterprise formed the hub in merging these various parts of their being. It is worth stressing
that these women by and large presented themselves as acting upon their own aspirations,
and growing as people through their entrepreneurial involvement.
Business formation thus could be explained first and foremost in terms of the immigrants’ search for self-improvement as well as for wider recognition and prestige—
attractions which, according to them, paid jobs or other activities did not offer. For the majority of the entrepreneurs, their trading involvement, from the sideline retail among acquaintances up to wholesale and import/export, was meant to give not only their (co-ethnic)
customers a taste of home away from home, it was also a means for themselves to make home
and feel at home in their new environment—as it integrated some of the old home into the
new one.

171

172

8.
Migration brokers: aiming to unite East and West
As discussed in chapter 4, over the past decades, “going abroad” has become a persistent
norm among many Filipinos, not just due to an economic need but also as a cultural expectation that is self-sustaining. Accordingly, the Filipino exodus has been discovered as a significant market for business (Estopace 2003). These opportunities are found first and foremost
within the country itself, and primarily target those who wish to temporarily work abroad.
In only a few decades, the number of recruitment agencies, training centers, travel operators,
and other service-based industries in the Philippines has increased tremendously. Yet also
outside the Philippines, Filipinos have seized the migration inclination of the compatriots as
a business opening—and they have located these opportunities on both the labor and
marriage market. Selling the dream of life abroad to aspiring migrants in their country of
origin, these immigrant entrepreneurs set in motion and sustain a human flow into their
own adopted country.
This chapter discusses the efforts of Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands to arrange
and mediate in the border-crossing journeys of their fellows “back home.” Central are three
cases of “migration brokers” (Faist 2000a, 1141)—middlemen between aspiring emigrants in
the Philippines and receiving institutions in the Netherlands: a Filipina/Dutch couple that
previously sought to bring in Filipina nurses to work in Dutch health care; a Filipina who,
together with her younger sister in the Philippines, recruits and places au pairs2 for Dutch
host families; and a Filipina who, as a side business, has committed herself to love-match her
female compatriots with native single men in the Netherlands. For each of these three “occupations”—nurses, au pairs, and fiancées/brides—the Philippines forms a conventional “pool
of supply,” and each one has yielded considerable political, academic, and public attention,
both within and outside the country of origin. This attention embeds the activities of the
brokers and their lived experiences, as well as how they speak about their pursuits, in complex discourses on race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality, love, and economics all at once.
The chapter is set up as follows: section 8.1 briefly introduces the three cases that form
the primary empirical base for this chapter. Sections 8.2 to 8.4 describe in greater detail,
successively for the three fields of migration mediation, the problematic normative and
structural contexts in which these brokers carry out their pursuits. While the main interest in
the chapter is in the Filipina entrepreneurs’ personal experiences and perceptions of their
commercial activities, in these sections more general observations among other informants,
internet resources such as online media, company websites, and other pertinent sites3 serve
to add insight into the complexity of the field in which they operate and help understand their
particular business decisions and operations. Section 8.5 then goes back to the central objective of this thesis: getting a better understanding of why Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands decided to embark on their particular type of enterprise, and what meanings their
1 Faist (2000a) also uses the word “merchants” to refer to these middlemen, but because of its connotation with
human traffickers or smugglers, I choose to use the more neutral term “broker.”
2 Though I usually speak of young women when referring to au pairs, in principle also young men can come
under the au pair arrangement; this is however exceptional. As we will see, such also shows from the promotion material of the recruitment agencies, which generally talks about women rather than about women and
men (or to be more precise: which generally talks about girls, rather than about girls and boys).
3 For reasons that will be explicated in this chapter, I have generally refrained from specific references to
these sites.
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entrepreneurial activity entail for them. These questions seem even more pertinent in view of
the many controversies and debates that commercial mediation in migration evokes. Upon
answering these questions, section 8.6 discusses how taking a transnational perspective has
enhanced this inquiry. The chapter rounds off with a summary of the central themes and
concludes that the stories in this chapter show both Filipina women’s agency and the importance of structural constraints.

8.1 Bringing in Filipinas
For each of the three Filipina business owner-operators that form the main occasion for this
chapter, this section briefly describes their individual migration and resettlement history, as
well as their pathway towards becoming a broker in migration between their origin and
settlement country. It also describes the actual organization of their mediation businesses—
in so far as these women could and, in its own way just as much telling, wanted to inform me
about that.

Jessie and Frank: filling a gap with a surplus
1977, Jessie, 19 years old, came to Europe as member of a university music band to make a
tour around the continent. After the tour ended, some of the students returned to the Philippines, while others went to the U.S. to continue their musical career there. Jessie however
“simply lingered on” in the Netherlands as she needed some more time to figure out what
she wanted to do with her life. It “just so happened” that she met Dutchman Frank with
whom she became romantically involved. Contrary to the other bicultural couples I spoke
with, this love couple decided to first go back to Jessie’s hometown in the Philippines so
Frank could also experience her culture and the Philippine way of life and they could decide
together whether they wanted to live in his or her native country.
For almost two years, they stayed with Jessie’s family in the Philippines and there ran a
restaurant, where Jessie together with her similarly musical siblings regularly performed.
This brought Frank to the idea to organize a music tour for them in Europe as to give them,
like their sister had had, “the chance to travel around and see some more of the world.”
Besides, it was hoped the tour would provide them with the money to build their own
houses on the family compound in the Philippines. Thus for several years, Jessie and her
family band traveled around in Europe, performed in bars and restaurants, and earned and
saved money to invest “back home.” Indeed, most of Jessie’s siblings returned to the Philippines, back to the families they had left behind; one sister went to Germany, and Jessie and a
brother stayed in the Netherlands. For Jessie, life became less hectic now. Instead of living
the irregular life of a musician, she could spend more time with her young family. Nonetheless, she soon desired a job outside the home, as she was “just not the person to do nothing.”
It turned out impossible to find a job that matched her Philippine university degree; instead,
Jessie took on various temporary jobs in the cure and care sector. For two years, she also ran
a small grocery store, combined with catering activities, yet when the family moved to
another city, she had to close it down.
Then, in 2000, Frank and a colleague of his established Polmans Medical Recruiters,
specifically targeting medical personnel from the Philippines. Though not formally included
in the business, Jessie was, Frank stresses, in fact the instigator of this initiative as she had
ever since her arrival in the Netherlands felt a pressing desire “to do something to give her
fellows the same chance on a better life.” She had hit upon the idea to recruit health workers
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when the Dutch news repeatedly reported about severe labor shortages in the Dutch health
sector. In the Philippines, Jessie knew by experience, many women were wishing to work
abroad, to learn and experience a western country or to earn some money for their families.
Frank immediately saw the value of Jessie’s idea and registered a partnership venture with a
friend. This friend, a Dutch nurse, had the connections within the employment sector; Frank
from his side knew “how to organize such things” and was more or less familiar with the
Dutch migration rules as he had earlier on arranged for his Filipino brothers- and sisters-inlaw to come over; and Jessie in turn knew how to handle the “Philippine side of it.”
In the Netherlands, they negotiated and found a hospital willing to hire Filipinas fresh
from college. As the hospital would take care of their graduation and certification with a
Dutch diploma, it was charged only once for the mediation costs. According to Frank and
Jessie, this was a much more advantageous deal compared to common recruitment practices,
where employers pay a monthly allowance to the mediating agencies. In the Philippines,
Jessie and Frank put up a counter office to recruit and select the nurses. Jessie’s brother, the
formal owner of this business, was at the forefront of the recruitment; with his own regional
radio broadcasting show, he could conveniently announce the job vacancies among a wide
public. As he tells me when I visit Jessie’s family in the Philippines, upon his first and only
call already hundreds of women reacted. Yet, as Jessie and Frank wanted to “start slow” to
see whether their ideas would work out as planned, they selected only five women. When
things would work out well, Frank explains, they would expand and perhaps target also
some personal gain—though the primary objective would always be to help his wife’s
compatriots. Therefore, the couple did not charge mediation costs to the aspiring migrant
women themselves, only a small contribution for the expenses of the Dutch language and
culture training that Jessie and her sister offered them. To this end, Jessie and the recruited
women stayed for half a year in the family’s house in the Philippines, during which time
Jessie also amassed the papers to apply for a visa. In the meantime, Frank took care of
matters in the Netherlands: aside from negotiating the women’s placement in the hospital,
he arranged registration at the municipality and immigration authorities, made sure that
staying and working permits were ready, and looked after their housing.
All in all, preparations took them more than one year. Then, when the Filipina nurses
were nearly ready to take in their occupation in the Dutch hospital, the hospital suddenly
backed out of the agreement. In the end, Frank and Jessie managed to offer the women a job
in an old people’s home—an emergency solution to still give them some working experience
in a foreign country. With obvious bitterness, Jessie explains how their hard work and good
intentions were strongly imbued by the spirit of the times, and, despite the apparent niche in
the market, turned out an unfeasible and disappointing experience.

Myrna and Violy: giving life time experiences
In 1990, Myrna, still at young age, came to the Netherlands as an au pair. Before that, she had
already been employed as a domestic worker in Singapore for several years, which had
fuelled her adventurous mind and wish to see more of the world. Although Myrna upon
return from Singapore had started her own poultry business with the savings from her
overseas job, she did not think twice when a friend of her, living in the Netherlands with her
Dutch husband, referred her to an acquainted Dutch family who was looking for an au pair.
Myrna wrote a letter to the family and was immediately invited to come over to the Netherlands. Again, Myrna left her country of birth “just for the experience.” However, during the
one year that she lived in with her host family she fell in love with her current husband, and
decided to stay.
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It was her host family who provided her with the idea to start an au pair agency, as according to them there were no reliable recruitment services in the Netherlands. Helped by
her Dutch husband, Myrna found out about the regulations and procedures, and few years
after her arrival in the Netherlands she registered her recruitment agency at the Chambers
of Commerce. Her former host family was her first client, the second was a friend of this
family. From then on, “The ball got rolling by itself,” mostly by word of mouth. An active
promotional campaign has never been necessary, explains Myrna: the host families promote
the business among their own friends. Therefore, she does not maintain a website; her only
promotional activity is her bi-monthly advertisement in the Filipino magazine Munting
Nayon. But rather than addressing Dutch families, this advertisement actually functions as
her venue to get in contact with aspirant au pairs, as the magazine primarily reaches Filipinos in the Netherlands—with nieces, sisters, and friends in the Philippines.
The first years of her business, Myrna did it all by herself: upon referral by Filipino relatives or friends in the Netherlands, she contacted and selected the au pairs from afar, mediated with the host families in the Netherlands, and arranged the crossing and final
placement of the young women. However, when it in 1998 would become obliged for aspiring emigrants to personally apply for a provisional residence permit at the Dutch embassies,
which also implied handling a mass of paperwork overseas, Myrna decided to start a counterpart bureau in Manila to smooth the transnational operations. Her younger sister Violy,
who already had a diploma in secretarial work and was just at that time finishing off her
college study on commerce, became the business owner-operator of the overseas establishment. During a long vacation in the Philippines, Myrna and her husband obtained the needed
equipment and cleared out an office space in their own house in Manila, which Myrna’s
siblings occupied while she and her family lived in the Netherlands. Moreover, Myrna prepared her sister for the job, mostly training her in how to interview the applicants and
determine whether they met the requirements. While Violy, whom I also meet in person in
the Philippines, initially had some difficulties in dealing professionally with her peers and
also had to get used to the more business-like relation with her overseas sister, she soon
knew the ropes of the business. “Now,” says Myrna, “everything has worked out just fine.” In
the end, business operations are “not that complicated after all.”
While business operations thus begin in the Netherlands with the responses to the
agency’s advertisement in Munting Nayon, Myrna’s sister Violy in Manila subsequently
actually recruits and prepares the au pairs for their foreign experience. Myrna herself forms
the self-evident link with the host families in the Netherlands, whom she always personally
visits to learn more about their wishes and family conditions, to check out their attitude
regarding the au pair, and to explain to them the procedures, mutual rights, and duties of au
pair and family. When convinced of the family’s suitability, she visits them for a second time
to present to them a selection of available au pairs. Upon the family’s choice of a particular
au pair, the formalization procedure can start. Emblematic of the “typical Dutch red tape,” as
Myrna calls it, these procedures usually take up seven to 10 months. When I ask Myrna how
many households in the Netherlands her business has served over the years, she has no
reply. Yet she estimates that at the time of interviewing, some 50 families are hosting one of
“her au pairs.” Besides, she explains, many families are already her customer for years in a
row, each year again eliciting her help for a new au pair (au pairs are not allowed to stay
longer than one year). As such, her agency has helped many more au pairs than households.
Both Myrna and Violy repeatedly express how the recruitment and actual placement of
Filipina au pairs is a time consuming process and a matter of patience and persistence. Yet,
“luckily,” Myrna smilingly adds, “I do not have to do this for the money, I consider it more
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some kind of charity work.” For her, the revenues stem from the host families, who pay a
onetime fee. According to Myrna, these payments barely cover her expenses. Violy, conversely, derives her main income from her recruitment activities, consisting of the registration
and mediation costs of the au pairs. But she also emphasizes, in practically the same wording
as her older sister, that the business is “more about offering a life time experience to [her]
compatriots than to gain from it personally.”

Jody: bringing dreams together
Still at a young age, Jody was sent to live with her aunt in Manila as her parents, living in the
countryside, did not have the means to raise all their six children. However, also in Manila,
there was no money for further education and even though Jody would have loved to study
law or accounting, upon leaving high school she started working. She left her aunt’s house
when she became engaged. This relationship ended in a tragedy: when she was pregnant
with their second child, her partner unexpectedly ran off. Jody went back to her parents yet
soon upon the birth of her second child, she left once again to Manila to work and earn a
better income—not just for herself, but also for her parents and her two children (whom she
had left at her parents), as well as for the education of her younger siblings “so these would
have better chances in life than [she] herself had had.” In the Philippine capital, she “worked
like mad,” taking on whatever job was available. Her appointment as a secretary for an
international trade company turned out to be a life-changing decision. It was through this
job that she met and fell in love with Harry, a Dutchman who already lived and worked in the
Philippines for many years. Jody explains her attraction to him:
Harry, he just was so different from my former Filipino fiancée. Actually, he was so different from Filipino men in general. He was caring, responsible, worked hard … Much more a real man than my
own childish and lazy compatriots.

Still, having become cautious due to her previous bad experience, their love relationship
developed slowly and only upon three years, the two decided to, together with Jody’s two
children, start a “real family life.” They bought a house of their own and Jody stopped working. Now, for the first time in her life, she could dedicate herself to the care of her children, a
role she had had to miss for years. When her Dutch partner could no longer continue his
work in the Philippines, the couple decided to go to the Netherlands. Here too, Jody stayed at
home, to learn the Dutch language and culture and to look after the household and children,
now numbering four. However, after some years, Jody started to feel bored and useless—
after all, in the Philippines, she had always worked hard, being the breadwinner for the
entire family. As she claims, her “entrepreneurial spirit” bobbed up, and after extensive
market research and preparation, late 1990s, she and her husband started a business.
It was for this other business that I asked Jody to participate in the present study. Yet, at
some point during our second meeting when she has confided in me more already, she asks
me to turn off my tape recorder and in rather furtive, or perhaps even conspiratorial, manner, reveals she actually runs another, “not so usual,” business on the side: she also helps her
female compatriots “back home” find a partner in the Netherlands.4 When asked how, she
explicates it is only a back office activity, and nothing like “those big agencies that offer
hundreds or thousands of women to foreigners”; for her, it is actually more a kind of leisure
activity. Thus she does not keep long records of Filipina women hoping to marry a Dutch4 It is because of this private disclosure that I do not give a “case-reference.” The fact that I do bring up her
story even though it was told “off the record” is because Jody agreed if I kept her anonymity.
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man; nor does she maintain a website to advertise the female singles to the male public. As
Jody says, she does not want to “confuse her regular business” by making herself known as a
“matchmaker.”5 As I will discuss in greater detail later, Jody has other reasons to “operate
low profile.”
Illustrating her reservation to speak about this sideline pursuit, Jody does not want to
elucidate in detail how she from afar “recruits” single Filipinas, limiting her explanation to:
“Such goes by itself. As soon as a woman knows of this, she tells her friends and that one
does too and so it goes. And then they send an email to me with their personal stuff.” Jody
does however repeatedly assure me she carefully watches certain criteria as for whom to
include in her “women-files” and whom not. As for the single Dutchmen, these are often
personally referred to her by personal acquaintances in the Netherlands, mostly people she
has met through her other business. In addition, satisfied former customers of her matchmaking activities (“those whom I helped get a love-life”) would repeatedly send befriended singles to her—notably, when I use the word “customers,” Jody tellingly hasty
warns me not to call these men as such as it makes her feel too much like being a “madam,”
selling women’s bodies for her own financial gain. Once single men have “dared” to contact
her and ask for her assistance in introducing them to potential future partners, Jody in a
personal and, as she says, “very profound” conversation checks out whether they fit in with
the men she hopes to link up with her Filipina subscribers. As she subsequently explains
with a smile on her face, they have to be like her own Dutch spouse: caring for the family,
responsible with money, treating women with dignity, and, above all, not wishing to “marry
a housekeeper.” When I ask her how she actually matches the remote singles, Jody suffices
with she “simply but carefully selects” a couple of women whose wishes and personality
traits seem to correspond to those of the Dutchman in hand. Her mediation ends with
presenting these files to the men, again in a personal encounter; after that, it is up to the
latter whether they go on to actual communication with the women. Also regarding the
number of matches she has made so far, and what she charges for her mediation, Jody is
evasive, either by sticking to rather meaningless remarks, or by moving the conversation
into a different direction—her other, main, business pursuit coming in conveniently. Apparently, even though this woman confided enough in me to tell of this side engagement, she
feels uncomfortable elaborating much on it and repeatedly emphasizes the importance of
discretion in this allegedly highly sensitive area.
The foregoing briefly described the personal histories of the migration brokers, and, in so far
as I was informed, the features of their business operations. As yet, their personal sentiments regarding their activities and their experiences in being an entrepreneur were hardly
touched upon. In glaring contrast with the female traders discussed in the previous chapter,
a recurring theme in the brokers’ stories was the difficulties they encountered in pursuing
5 This is the word Jody uses herself to describe her commercial activity and identity. The literature on this
theme uses a wide range of related terms, such as pen pal and introduction agencies, correspondence clubs,
marriage agencies, dating or (international) singles services, and so on. While there may be some differences
between these businesses, the boundaries are rather blurred. Even when the business owner-operators on
their company sites explicitly claim they are not marriage agents, one may assume that finding a life partner
sometimes pertains to the subscribers’ hopes or wishes. Still, in order to maintain some neutrality on this, as
we will see, rather contested field of activity, I chose to use Jody’s own “all purpose” appellation, or, alternatively, the equally broad term international or cross-cultural “introduction agencies” to refer to the organizations that commercially mediate between single women and men residing in different parts of the world.
(When the particular case of Jody is concerned, I speak of “transnational matchmaking” to underscore that this
Filipina immigrant entrepreneur seeks to connect women in her own origin country to men in her own
settlement country).
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their activities. Next to their strong belief in the good of their activities, these women’s narratives often spoke of doubts, frustrations, and disappointments. As it turned out, their personal
experiences as business owner-operators, the features and performances of their enterprises, and in fact also their storytelling itself, were strongly affected by the sensitive environment in which their businesses were embedded. It is to this environment that the discussion
now turns. While mediation in the arrival of nurses, au pairs, and fiancées/brides make up
different parts of the migration broker industry, parallels will emerge, resulting in more
general conclusions as to the troublesome mixed embeddedness of the international recruitment and matchmaking industry.

8.2 Trading in foreign nurses
“Race om Filipijnse verpleegkundigen begonnen” (Competition for Filipina nurses has begun
[Jungschleger 2000]); “Werver van verplegers failliet” (Recruiter of nurses bankrupt [De Visser
2002]); “Een koffer vol verpleegsters” (A suitcase full of nurses [Bruinsma and De Visser 2003]);
“Samengepropt in een dure flat, zonder werk, zonder geld” (Packed together in an expensive
apartment, without work, without money [Bruinsma and De Visser 2005]); “Huis Filipijnse verpleegsters leeggehaald” (House Filipina nurses emptied [De Volkskrant 2005]).

These headings, all taken from De Volkskrant, a widely-read Dutch newspaper, in a nutshell
tell the story of various small groups of Filipina nurses whose promise of a good paying job
and a fruitful learning experience fell to pieces. The so-called Luzac Foundation formed the
nexus in the story of these women. In a five years stretch, this recruitment agency repeatedly
drew national attention. In fact, the recruitment activities of this agency formed the direct
occasion for national political debate on the ethics of recruiting overseas health personnel
for the Dutch labor market. This debate resulted in the formulation of the Covenant Labor
Market Policies Social Services (Convenant Arbeidsmarktbeleid Zorgsector, CAZ), a specific
arrangement under the Dutch law concerning foreign labor (Wet Arbeid Vreemdelingen).
Whereas this general law prescribes that labor migration in the Netherlands is allowed for a
maximum of three years, the CAZ-covenant between employers, government, and employees
prescribes that employment permits for nurses are granted for a maximum of only two years,
provided that recruitment in the Netherlands and the EU has been unsuccessful and that the
origin countries do not suffer from labor shortage in the health sector (Kraus 2003b, 18 – 19).
Upon implementation of the covenant, the Philippine government confirmed to have a
large surplus of qualified health workers, conveniently appointing to the massive outflow of
doctors and caregivers.6 The Luzac Foundation, which had already been active in selecting
and preparing some dozens of Filipina nurses to come to the Netherlands when the political
debate kindled, could continue its operations. Yet the tide seemed to have turned for this
initiative, with permit delays and withdrawal of Dutch health institutions that had previously shown interest in hiring overseas personnel. Over five years, the initiator—after whom
the foundation was named—tried to establish his project three times anew but each time
6 While this outflow would suggest that the domestic demand is not able to absorb all Philippine caregivers, the
Philippine government in fact even asserts the same for the overseas demand (TESDA 2004, TESDA being the
Technical Education and Skills Development Authority, an agency under the Philippine Department of Labor and
Employment). Some argue, however, that the government has underinvested in its own health care system,
leaving nurses underemployed and seeking foreign placements despite growing health disparities there (Brush
and Sochalski 2007, 41; also see Ball 2004; Brush 2008; Lorenzo et al. 2007; Perrin et al. 2007). Fact is that
Filipino health workers take in a prominent position within the global nursing shortage; according to the United
Nations, in 2003, an estimated 85 percent of employed Filipino nurses were working abroad (UNFPA 2006, 26).

179

failed. In the end, of the targeted several hundreds of Filipina nurses who had planned to
come, only a few dozen actually came to the Netherlands—the remaining women were
denied their overseas work and had to look for a new job in the Philippines, or elsewhere.
Yet those who made it to the Netherlands, after months of waiting for their visas, did not find
the well-paid jobs that they had been promised. In brief, bankruptcy, several company
takeovers, suspicions of fraud, withdrawing employers, arrest of the manager, blacklisting
and lawsuits, and repeated false promises to and unjust treatment of the Filipina nurses
marked the “Luzac affair” and time after time formed sensational news. As said one of the
above mentioned articles: “The vicissitudes of this particular recruitment agency form an
illustration of the shadowy market in which recruiters operate. Nobody knows how many
there are and whether they operate decently” (De Visser 2002). Without doubt, the Luzac
initiative has contributed to the image of overseas nurse recruitment as an instance of
“modern slavery.”7
According to Jessie and Frank, the Luzac affair undoubtedly contributed to the failure of
their own initiative. Frank explains:
The thing is, I think they [the contracted hospital] had just become afraid for another affair like that;
that we would not know how to handle everything and keep our promises, or perhaps even that we
would like deceive them, like this guy [Luzac]. (INT14A)

Still, he and his wife hold the Dutch government primarily responsible for the disappointing
results of their efforts. As the couple sees it, it was especially the restraint of the government
in granting residence permits that made their pursuit more problematic:
You know, people die here because there are not enough nurses. And we can hire them from abroad.
Besides, these people [the aspiring migrants], they go anyway, that is just a fact. And then they [the
Dutch government] make it so hard for them to come here. I really don’t understand that. That is
strange, right? The Netherlands cannot afford to do that. Besides, people have the freedom to decide
whether they want to go abroad for work, haven’t they! But the government just deprives people of
their freedom. (INT14A)

Faced with these difficulties, frustrated by what Frank calls the “hypocrisy of the Dutch
government” and, especially for Jessie, unwillingness to deal with the immense stress caused
by the fear that they would not be able to keep their promises to her female compatriots, the
couple decided to stop their recruitment activities. Instead, they chose to redirect their
energy into expanding their self-built orphanage in Jessie’s hometown.

8.3 Offering cultural exchange or cheap nannies?
Despite the ban of the Philippine government on the au pair system since 1998 (OosterbeekLatoza 2007), there is no hindrance for young Filipinas to enter the Netherlands as au pairs—
provided they comply with the Dutch au pair qualifications (Dutch Embassy in Manila, pers.
comm., Nl-6). Compared to the regular entrance requirements, those for au pairs are much
more flexible. Au pairs do not need an employment permit, nor do they need to pass the civic

7 This expression derives from the television broadcast of the Dutch current affairs programme NOVA (2005),
entitled “Luzac beschuldigd van moderne slavernij” (Luzac accused of modern slavery).

180

integration test in the country of origin.8 These less strict requirements are an important
factor in the increased popularity of the system in the past decade or two. Considering the
increase in the number of dual earners and the expensive childcare, there is a substantial
demand for cheap personal services in the Netherlands (Van der Leun and Vervoorn 2006,
6). However, work permits for domestic work are not issued due to preferential supply
within the country itself (Kohlmann 2003, 38). The au pair system seems to offer a way out
for those in need of an extra pair of hands. However, not only Dutch households but also
Filipina women themselves are known to use the au pair arrangement for other goals than
the temporary cultural exchange that it supposedly offers. Several Filipinas I spoke with and
who had come as an au pair said they had considered the program not just as learning
experience but also an opportunity to earn and save money for their own future, or to pay
for the education of their siblings in the Philippines. Some others openly admitted they in
this way had hoped to “meet somebody” and settle down in the Netherlands. The foundation
Bayanihan confirms that some Filipina au pairs are primarily interested in gaining permanent residence status (upon engaging with a native man) or earning money for their families
left behind (pers. comm., Nl-2; also see Kohlmann 2003). Apart from the intended cultural
exchange program, the au pair system thus comprises a barely masked form of labor migration—as well as of migration for family formation. This phenomenon seems to be facilitated,
and as we will see probably even encouraged, by the emergence of an au pair recruitment
industry in the past three decades. While many au pairs still come by personal referral, au
pair agents—“creative entrepreneurs” as Van den Muijzenberg (2004, 145) calls them—
have adapted the au pair formula to circumvent the increasingly restrictive migration rules
in the Netherlands. Over the past years, the number of au pairs (from the Philippines and also
from countries such as South Africa and Poland) entering the country has fluctuated around
1000 yearly (Van der Leun and Vervoorn 2006, 6).
News reports of maltreatment of the au pairs have increased too.9 Most common abuse
reported is that Dutch host families treat the young women more as cheap workers rather
than as the cultural exchange students they are supposed to be. As writes OosterbeekLatoza, a Filipina who is actively involved in the lobby for better au pair protection in the
Netherlands: “Officially they are called au pairs but in reality they are nannies and domestic
workers blended into one, working day and night” (2007, 192). Because of the continuing
stream of media news on the abuse of the au pair arrangement, a few years ago the Dutch
Ministry of Justice commissioned a qualitative study on the situation of au pairs (Miedema,
Post, and Woldringh 2003). This study confirmed that the majority of the host families, over
70 percent, violated the au pair rules (also see Reede 2002). Though in recent years, some
measures have been implemented to protect the young women (such as the obliged signing
of a so-called “declaration of awareness” by both the host family and the au pair, and a
penalty in case of reported overtime hours), enforcement is hard because the work takes
place indoors and host families are not formal employers who need to keep wage records.
8 For the precise qualifications, see www.ind.nl. Apart from the national rules on au pairs, there is also
international legislation, viz. the “European Agreement on au pair Placement.” As one of the few European
countries, the Netherlands has not ratified this agreement because it would emphasize too much the labor
dimension at the expense of the cultural exchange element. The European Agreement does, for instance, offer
more opportunity for (or, as the Dutch government sees it, more risk on) a flexible interpretation of the
working hours and the kind of activities to carry out by the au pair (Reede 2002, 39).
9 The national newspaper De Volkskrant published for instance the following articles: “Justitie bemoeilijkt
uitbuiting au pairs” (Justice complicates exploitation au pairs [2000]), “Au pairs in Nederland nog steeds
uitgebuit” (Au pairs in the Netherlands still exploited [2002a]), “Barre arbeidstijden bij Hollands gezin”
(Extreme working hours in Dutch family [2003a]), and “Zware boete op uitbuiting au pairs” (Heavy fine on
exploitation of au pairs [2003b]).

181

Hence, while it is easy to enter as an au pair, the downside is that there is little protection
against exploitation (ibid.; also see Bouwens 2002; Kohlmann 2003).10
The au pairs’ vulnerability in hands of their host families formed an important incentive
for Myrna to start her recruitment activities. Remembering her own au pair period mostly as
a joyful and memorable “life time experience,” she regularly read and heard about less
fortunate compatriots and, encouraged by her own former host family and her newlywed
Dutch spouse, decided to engage in the business herself:
That is why I put up this business in first place. To prevent the abuse. It is safer when you come through
an agency, you know. Because you have more control on where the girls go to. I know all the families in
person. And the girls can always turn to the agency when they have a problem. (INT4B)

But even then, au pairs run the risk to get exploited, as this danger not only comes from the
host family but also from the recruitment agencies, whose operations are not well regulated
and controlled either (Kohlmann 2003; Reede 2002). In fact, the image of au pair agencies is,
like that of the nurse recruiters, rather negative, often presented in the media and by advocacy organizations as unreliable and unethical (see for instance De Volkskrant 2003a; Kohlmann 2003; Oosterbeek-Latoza 2007; Padilla 2007). Drawing on her own field experiences,
Myrna confirms the occurrence of malpractices by her competitors:
I know for a fact that some are only interested in the money they can make from these girls. For instance, some let the girls pay for their own tickets. But it is the household who should do so, you
know. Actually, some [recruitment agents], they really like sell these girls to the families. They make
it look as if they are only here to work for the household. They only say things like “The girls, oh, they
work so hard. And they are so sweet. And they listen so well.” You know, things like that. But they [the
au pairs] are here also to learn. It is an exchange program, right! But there is this other agency, they
brought in the girls and then afterwards, they did not care at all anymore. I know, because some of
these girls, they came to me for help because this other agency did do nothing to help them. (INT4B)

Myrna’s account reminds us of the earlier discussed accusations directed at the Philippine
government and recruitment industry, that is that they, blinded by the economic gain of
overseas labor, would turn human beings into “manufactured products” (Parreñas 2001, 54)
to be sold on the global labor market (see chapter 4). Au pair agents operating in the destination countries, as Myrna notes, contribute to this image. For example, consider this, from the
website of a Dutch-based au pair agency:
Au pairs from the Philippines are the most popular au pairs, for many reasons. They are friendly,
loyal, positive, hardworking, motivated, independent, show initiative, and are very kind to children and respectful to elderly. In Philippine culture it is custom and normal to have the care of your
younger brothers and sisters and cousins, nephews, and nieces at a very young age. The children
are even involved in the household at a very young age. Taking care of others is therefore easy
and comes naturally to them and they do this with a smile.

10 Van der Leun and Vervoorn (2006) however warn for “mythologization and urban legends” since, apart
from the studies mentioned (Miedema, Post, and Woldringh [2003] and Reede [2002]), so far there is little
hard evidence of the “slavery-like exploitation” as often suggested in the media. Still, as the authors also
acknowledge, precisely the fact that there is little control and little profound research on the phenomenon
does not mean it does not exist (also see Kamerman and Wittenberg 2008).
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In a similar vein, another agency in the Netherlands promotes “their au pairs” as:
Our Philippine au pairs are unrivaled: sweet, careful, can handle kids very well, flexible, responsible, intelligent and modest … have the natural gift to care for children and adults. (Translated
from Dutch)

While also mentioning other favorable traits such as their English proficiency, Catholic belief,
and high educational achievements, the above quoted mediators explicitly draw attention to
the au pairs’ ethnicity in order to align them with the needed occupational requirements.
They actively construct a particular concept of “Filipino-ness” that differentiates Filipina au
pairs from, or in fact elevates them above other nationalities; it is suggested these young
women are the most popular and best au pairs because they are from the Philippines. Such
illustrates how ethnic-cultural identities can be used, or even be created, to take on an
economic value (Barber 2000). Whereas this may be functional to “market” Filipinas among
the public and as such serves young women’s wish to come to the Netherlands, this strategy
also forms a major source for the controversy against the au pair recruitment industry and
what is believed to provoke maltreatment by host families. They create an image of Filipinas
as submissive women. Rendering them as laughing, humble, and docile young women with
an inborn talent and inclination to dedicate their lives to the well-being of others puts the
host family in a superior position and so creates the risk of exploitation and abuse. In brief,
critics argue that the au pair system in the end demonstrates, maintains, or even encourages
the interconnectedness of various sorts of oppression. Accentuating, confirming, reiterating,
and reinforcing certain ethnicized and gendered stereotypes of the aspiring au pairs, the
recruitment industry is blamed for upholding that domestic work is best done by women—
more specifically: by women from a particular ethnic-cultural background (Kohlmann 2003;
Stichting Bayanihan, pers. comm., Nl-4). Myrna has personally experienced the strong
ambivalence or even suspicion against her line of business:
In this business, you have to carefully watch your good name. You have to prove your honesty and
good intentions over and over again. All households and girls I have helped, they all are very satisfied. In fact, many of the families come back year after year. But still, I have come across quite some
prejudice from other people when they heard I do this business. Or giving these strange looks, you
know what I mean. They sometimes think I earn from child labor. Then they say, for example, they
feel so bad for those girls that they have to work all day just for some miserable pennies. And then
they make me feel like I am a bad person. But I know better. (INT4B)

As if to prove her right, Myrna eagerly continues to explain her good care for the au pairs:
unlike other agencies that would usually only meet the au pairs at the airport and then, after
a few words of welcome, leave them to the host family, she lets them stay in her private
home for a couple of days to acclimatize and adjust a bit to the new environment before they
go to their host families. Also upon the actual placement, Myrna’s commitment does not end,
she emphasizes: regular phone calls to the household as well as to the au pairs personally
and “year-and-clock round availability” for help and advice must ensure the well-being of
both parties and guarantee a successful exchange experience. Moreover, her agency organizes
various get-togethers for the au pairs, a yearly excursion (sometimes even to foreign places),
and a collective Christmas celebration. Although a scan over the websites of other au pair
agencies indicates that they offer quite similar services, Myrna seems to strongly believe she
distinguishes herself by her strong and personal commitment to the au pairs’ comfort and
safety. That is also why the objections from the public against her work do not really bother
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her; as she explains, she “knows better” and derives sufficient redress and great pride from
the enthusiastic stories of the au pairs and host families she has served.
The third female entrepreneur working in the migration broker industry, Jody, is in contrast
more concerned about the criticism of her activities. In many ways, the contested image of
her line of business (matchmaking) parallels with that of Myrna’s as it raises issues of exploitation, racism, and sexism. The situation here seems even more complex though as this line of
business involves love and courtship.

8.4 Dealing in cross-cultural love
It always feels as if I have to justify my marriage more so than other women have to do, just because I
am from the Philippines. They don’t believe it is for love. To me, that is quite insulting you know. I
mean, even that they ask it. After all, you don’t ask other people why they got married, do you? You
just assume [it is for love]. But they always ask me! And I know for a fact that some of my neighbors,
when I first came here, they talked behind my back, saying things like I would have married Chris for
his money. Well, I am not from a poor family, so, why should I do so. They just assume that because
you are from the Philippines. (Tita, INT29)

The above quotation shows one of the frustrations that repeatedly came up in my encounters with Filipina immigrants in the Netherlands. While these women in the main said to
have rather easily adjusted to the new country, when their bicultural marriages came up, I
often sensed a note of disturbance in how they recounted their experiences. Like Tita, many
of them had once or twice personally fallen prey to some kind of skepticism, both concealed
and open, on their motivations to marry a Dutchman. Moreover, even though none of the
women would have met their native spouses through a commercial matchmaker, several of
them contended that it seemed Filipinas were automatically presumed to be so-called “Mail
Order Brides,” a term which refers to the traditional way of matchmaking across the borders
and which has a derogatory connotation (I will discuss the term’s origin in greater detail
later). At the same time as their accounts illustrated how they would sometimes be seen as
poor women, they also illustrated how some people seemed to consider them as “grasping
and predatory, using marriage to jump immigration queues” (Robinson 1996, 54). These
findings support the literature on intercultural marriages of Filipinas, which notes these
women have often been stigmatized either as “victims” or as “vamps” in their countries of
settlement (Holt 1996; Hunt and Ana-Gatbonton 2000; Saroca 2002).
But not just the women, also the men in these marriages bear certain stereotypes. Saroca
for instance mentions how Australian popular media tends to represent them as “old, socially
inadequate misfits who are incapable of forming relationships with Australian women” (2002,
4); Holt describes the stereotype in even more explicit terms: “[c]onservative, beer-swilling,
divorced rednecks over 30 years old, who are out to obtain a young domestic slave” (1996,
67). Several Dutch spouses, who at some point joined in my conversations with their Filipina
wives, said they had also been the subject of allegations or insinuations. One man explained
that some of his colleagues at work had meaningfully, and “sickening,” sniggered when he had
announced his relationship with a Filipina woman; one of his colleagues had asked whether
his wife did not have “a nice little sister for him to satisfy him too.”
Thus, whereas my female informants were generally remarkably open to tell their lifestories, when it came to their bicultural marriages, they often displayed some reservation
telling how they came to be engaged with their Dutch spouses or were strikingly keen to
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explain and emphasize their relationship was based on “true love and mutual respect.” These
women’s stories by themselves, but also their ways of retelling their lives, established the
existence in Dutch society of disapproving stereotypical views on Filipina-Dutch marriages.
While a literature review suggests the situation to be more severe in other destination countries11, apparently in the Netherlands too, Filipinas, as well as their native husbands, are
subject to various forms of stigmatization—and their marriages the object of suspicion.
Certainly, previous research as well as my own fieldwork established there are many
reasons why (Filipina) women seek foreign husbands and why western men desire a foreign
wife. Recall the discussion in chapter 4 on why Filipina women migrate for marriage: next to
love, social respectability may play a role, as in patriarchal Philippine society, older single
women are ridiculed as solteras or spinsters (Clark 2004; Lauser 2008; Van den Muijzenberg
2004; Woelz-Stirling et al. 2000). Various authors also mention the aspect of social status:
marriage to a “white man” is considered an improvement over marrying a local (Bulloch and
Fabinyi 2009; Del Rosario 2005). More practical reasons such as gaining permanent residence abroad (Scholes 1998), economic security, and raising an income for the family left
behind also inspire Filipinas to look for a man on foreign shores (Beer 1996 and Del Rosario
1994, both in Van den Muijzenberg 2004; Kojima 2001; Woelz-Stirling et al. 2000). Likewise,
native men may have more practical reasons than love or romance to desire a foreign woman. It is these motives beyond love or romance that are at the centre of the public stereotyping. Feelings of love and passion which are central to the western notion of love are assumed
to be incompatible with material interests (Van Eerdewijk 2007, 162). Writing about Australian/Filipina marriages, Robinson asserts that the censorious tone towards the parties
involved in these bicultural marriages indicates that the phenomenon is seen to represent an
undermining of the dominant myths in western societies about sexual attraction and romantic love as the appropriate basis for marriage; what seems to cause at least some of the
hostility is “the challenge such arrangements pose to the ideological construction of marriage as love match” (1996, 64; also see Bulloch and Fabinyi 2009).
It is also this perspective on marriage which adds to the ambivalence about the international matchmaking industry. As it is difficult to reconcile abstract concepts such as desire
for love and happiness with a monetary fee set arbitrarily by these agencies, this line of
business is looked upon with suspicion, especially within the context of matching between
singles from developing and first-world nations. Recall Jody’s hasty reproof when I used the
word “customer” to refer to the Dutchmen she matches with Filipina women; this word
would associate her activities too much with making money. As she subsequently continues
to explain, with annoyance in her voice:
Many people here would not understand, they would see me as an exploiter, like a madam or perhaps
even like a slave trader. Because they think all people from the Philippines are poor, you know. But
they just don’t understand why I do this. You think I make money with this? Not at all.12 It’s only
something I do on the side, and just because I like to make people happy.

Jody is obviously aware of the criticism against the international matchmaking commerce:
that it markets the future brides as merchandise, ready for purchase and consumption by
men. It is, she explains, for this reason that she does not maintain a website; as she sees it,
I especially came across articles on this subject within the context of Australian-Filipino marriages; see for
instance Cunneen and Stubbs 2007, 2008; Holt 1996; Hunt & Ana-Gatbonton 2000; Robinson 1996; Saroca
2002; Woelz-Stirling, Kelaher, and Manderson 1998; and Woelz-Stirling et al. 2000.
12 This is not to be taken literally; even though Jody does not want to reveal the precise earnings of her
mediating activities, she does not deny she earns some money with it.
11
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this medium openly displays and markets and so “degrades single women as if they are
available to just anyone.” The next two sections delve some more into the ways in which
(Filipina) women are usually placed on the global marriage market.

Constructing the dream wife
A Dutch-based matchmaking agency, run by three Filipina women, gives an idea of the way
in which the prospective brides and fiancées are usually presented to the public:
By responding, you have made the first move on the way to a future full of happiness by going after a relationship or marriage with a Filipina dream wife. A good and wise choice. Also for the
younger man who cannot appreciate the mentality of the Dutch/Belgian women or simply wish to
have a sweet, exotic wife, we are the right agency. Next to beauty, charm, modesty, and, above all,
the capacity to adapt, these women entail two excellent features, that is, cordiality and love. As far
as her background, education, culture, and lifestyle are concerned, the Filipina woman is the perfect Asian wife for us. She adapts best to our customs and culture … Already hundreds of men
went ahead of you through our dating service. A relationship between a European man and Philippine girl/woman time after time appears a success. The expectations of both are fulfilled. Our
cultures do not differ that much. Our upbringings are very western oriented so we have less adaptation problems than many women from other countries. Besides, our fellow countrywomen are
less spoilt and less demanding than is the habit here. Moreover, we are caring, sweet, loyal, and
sincere. (Translated from Dutch)13

Like au pair agents, these international (in fact: transnational) matchmakers emphasize
supposedly cultural or ethnic specific traits and through this attempt to give Filipina woman
a competitive edge over native women—even over women from other countries. This
practice strongly parallels with the Philippine government’s “national and ethnic boundary
work” (McKay 2004), meant to promote the popularity of its working population among
employers abroad. In addition to this process by which individuals are defined (and promoted) in opposition to others, the matchmakers minimize cultural differences with the
western future partners to not put the latter off. Hence, matchmakers both address areas in
which the social-cultural spaces of the single women and men complement each other as
well as where they overlap. In doing so, they play into the wishes and desires of single
western men, which allegedly have become more difficult to satisfy with the increasing
emancipation and independence of “white women” ever since the 1960s (Cunneen and
Stubbs 1996, 2007; Holt 1996; Robinson 1996; Schaeffer-Grabiel 2005). Since then,
processes such as urbanization, increased education and labor market participation of
women, social movements, and mainstream feminism have changed gender relations in
western societies, and challenged the underpinning of marriage as a patriarchal institution.
Yet, as Kojima (2001, 200) contends:
[W]hereas women in industrialized countries may have been able to challenge the system at the
individual level, they have not substantially changed the conception of femininity as mother and
homemaker, nor can they change the sexual division of labor as a social structure. Nevertheless,

13 The “we,” “us,” and “our” in this quote alternately refer to the Filipina matchmakers and to their Dutch
spouses, who are also involved in the business activities. Also elsewhere on their company site, these mediators emphasize their personal situation. As Filipinas they have inside knowledge of Philippine culture and
women, as wives of western men they have first-hand experience of what it means to be in a bicultural
marriage; as Dutch spouses they can tell their male subscribers “a lot about the women’s characters, ways of
life, and especially the adaptation ability.” Appealing to their own distinct ethnic-cultural backgrounds and
happy love life is so used as a strategy to enhance their trustworthiness and help others imagine such possibility also for themselves.
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their resistance leaves a gap in the domain of reproduction as motherhood and homemaking, a
gap then filled by women from other countries.

Sustained by increased mass tourism since the seventies, Asia has emerged as “a site of
fantasy for men in an era when they feel that ‘traditional’ values of male pre-eminence in the
family are being undermined” (Robinson 1996, 53). Whereas the commercial matchmaking
of women now has extended all around the world, it is Southeast Asia, and the Philippines in
particular, that of old forms what Kojima tellingly calls the “catchment area” for future brides
(2001, 200; also see Cunneen and Stubbs 1996, 2007; Scholes 1998).
With their presumably more traditional view on men-women relations and family life,
Filipina women (and Asian women more generally) are seen as able to fill a void in the
western marriage markets. Compared to native women, they are allegedly less demanding,
more devoted to roles and values that satisfy male demands, and better prepared to accept
patriarchal/male domination. In addition to being better than western women, Filipinas are
often also presented by the matchmakers as superior partners than other Asian women,
being Catholic and thus allegedly especially attached to family life. For these reasons, of “all”
women, Filipinas supposedly live up best to the ideal of the “dream woman” for western
men. According to another (not Dutch-based) introduction site, they are:
[R]enowned for their beauty, femininity and traditional family values. They are sincere, devoted
and they believe in a lasting marriage ... In addition, Filipina women make excellent wives, and
they excel and value their husbands as their priority. They are very affectionate and romantic, and
their focus and goals is giving their man tender loving care … [Filipina women] surpass all the
women in Southeast Asia … These ladies are very feminine and gentle, cultured and passionate. They enjoy the outdoors as much as indoor activities. Their outer physical beauties coupled
with their wonderful personality, high level of intelligence, sense of humor and sincere devotion
to their man creates one of the strongest relationships you could ever hope to find.

Besides alluding to a stable family life, the above quotation demonstrates how also elements
of a more sexually inspired desire and fantasy are recognizable in the matchmaking campaigns, a strategy that can be placed within, as argues Holt, a “long western tradition in
which the East furnishes the site for European male sexual fantasies” (1996, 62)—Filipinas
(and other Asian women) are the embodiment of titillating myths of the East.14 Akin to the
tourist industry that seeks to lure visitors by portraying the East as an ideal exotic abstraction, so too does the matchmaking business’ representation of the women draw on an Orientalist discourse (Robinson 1996; Saroca 2002). Whereas mentioned sources specifically
address the situation in other destination countries (Australia in particular), Van den Muijzenberg observed the occurrence of such “essentially Orientalist and paternalistic mood”
regarding Filipinas also in the Netherlands, especially in the early period of their arrival. He
writes (2004, 145):
Names given to Filipinas “like small exotic dolls”, “ladies of the Orient”, “Filippijntjes” or little Filipinas, attest to this. Somewhat later, we find barely hidden references to sexual appetite among
Filipinas, reinforced by stories about sex tourism to Manila: ‘They are so cute, Sir.’

14 The introduction site cited here is not the best illustration of this claim. A surf session on the internet soon
reveals how other company sites sometimes represent even less thinly veiled promos of cyber sex or pornographic activity. Not wishing to unnecessarily spread, reinforce, or perhaps even advertise stereotypes of
Filipinas as perfect love or sex partners for western grooms, I have left out these more illustrative texts, as
well as specific references to the company sites.
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Summing up, international introduction or matchmaking agencies consistently portray
Asian/Filipina women simultaneously as the saver and bearer of traditional family values and
as the sensual and exotic bride. These women are presented as combining both conventional
and modern femininity and with that should form an irresistible attraction to western
singles. While the slogans to market the women have not fundamentally changed, the channels through which the promotion and matchmaking take place have—a change that, as will
be discussed below, adds strength to the arguments of both the opponents and the allies of
the industry.

From Mail Order Bride to Cyber Bride
In the decades after the “discovery” of Filipina/Asian women as the “dream wife” for western singles, marriages were usually arranged through correspondence and post order: the
women were chosen from a magazine and were literally ordered by mail. As a consequence,
these women became known as Mail Order Brides, a pejorative label that has gained strong
hold in the public domains of their countries of settlement (Clark 2004; Robinson 1996;
Saroca 2002)—as illustrated also by expressions of my own informants. Even though in the
Netherlands this so-called “MOB phenomenon” has not been as extensive as in other European countries like Germany, Belgium, and the United Kingdom (Van den Muijzenberg 2004,
141), since the 1980s here too, commercial matchmaking has contributed to the inflow of
Filipinas and the predominance of intercultural marriages (Fernandez 1997; Flores and
Valenzuela 1999; Padilla 1998, 2007; Palpallatoc 1997).
Though the Philippine government in 1990 officially prohibited the “practice of matching Filipino women for marriage to foreign nationals on a mail order basis and other similar
practices including the advertisement, publication, printing, or distribution of brochures,
fliers, and other propaganda materials” (Republic Act No 6955, also referred to as the “Mail
Order Bride law” or MOB-law), this has not prevented back office agencies in the Philippines
(and obviously also outside Philippine jurisdiction) from receiving payments to match
Filipina brides to foreign nationals. Especially the introduction and spread of internet has
effectively bypassed the MOB-law, despite a revision in 2003 that sought to ban also the
digitalized version of marriage mediation. Cheaper, faster, and easier to connect people
anywhere around the globe, cyberspace obviously forms an important new means in the
global matchmaking business operations. As internet has become a pervasive feature of
modern life, the number of websites offering to help singles search for that special someone,
even on the other side of the world, has grown tremendously in only few years time. In fact,
it is quite conceivable the internet today represents the most significant mechanism through
which women are “marketed.” A search session on the concurrent occurrence of “dating
agency” and “Filipina” gives an idea of the significance of internet for the promotion of this
particular ethnic group as candidates for love and romance: it yielded an astounding
855.000 hits.15 Furthermore, opening whatever site related to the Philippines often pops up
a way to “find your Filipina beauty today.” The hundreds and sometimes even thousands of
“picture ads” listed on these sites clearly signal an immense supply of aspiring fiancées as
well as an international demand for these women.16 Thus, whereas previously the matchwww.google.nl, January 21, 2010.
Scholes (1998) investigated one of the largest and oldest introduction agencies, operating in the U.S. since
1974 and since 1995 using the internet to couple men and women. He found this site listed over 6,000 women
at any one time, with over half of them from the Philippines. On the company website itself, it says it has over
75,000 active members worldwide and has helped well over 200,000 men and women meet and marry since
the start of the business.
15
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making industry relied on the postal system, the advent of internet has directly contributed
to its spread all around the world (Cunneen and Stubbs 2008; Hunt and Ana-Gatbonton
2000; Schaeffer-Grabiel 2004, 2005; Scholes 1998) and to “the commercialization of the
migration process” (Boyle 2002, 534)—the “order now” or “shopping cart” sections on some
of the sites, through which male members can make known their choice of women, are
illustrative on their own accord.
While accelerated by the internet, the criticism on the international commercial matchmaking has stayed the same: inscribing the female body “through a network of cultural
stereotyping, sexism and racism” (Holt 1996, 61), both the hard copy catalogues of the old
days and the company websites of nowadays advertise female human beings as easy available, yet high-quality, commodities to be consumed by men in the global marketplace. According to opponents, Mail Order Brides have simply converted into E- or “Cyberbrides”
(Schaeffer-Grabiel 2004). Yet Jody, the matchmaker I interviewed, is neither a partaker in
the traditional “MOB-industry” nor in its modern counterpart of the “Cyberbride commerce”;
she alleges that she does not publicly promote the single women—for the same reasons that
the critics of the international dating business advance.

Victim or agent?
Interestingly, whereas in the public mind, women in bicultural marriages may be seen as
calculating and predatory, it appears that much of the academic literature, media and—less
surprisingly—feminist activism reporting focuses on the women’s victimization and their
alleged lack of agency. Even though the internet has generally become more and more
accepted as a means to get in touch with potential future partners, within the context of “first
world males/third world females,” the emphasis tends to be on the exploitation of the latter,
explicitly situating the matchmaking industry within the larger frameworks of the global sex
industry and trafficking of women (CFO, pers. comm., Phil-3; Dawn, pers. comm., Phil-1; Hunt
and Ana-Gatbonton 2000; Mongaya Hoegsholm 2007a; Schaeffer-Grabiel 2005; Scholes
1998; UNFPA 2006). In addition, the (Filipina) brides are often portrayed as (potential)
victims of domestic violence (Clark 2004; Cunneen and Stubbs 2007, 2008; Holt 1996; Hunt
and Ana-Gatbonton 2000; Robinson 1996; Saroca 2002; Woelz-Stirling et al. 2000).
According to opponents, the Orientalist discourse that the industry avails of bespeaks
ethnic, racial, and sexual domination, portraying Asian women as “exotic, inferior and
backward creatures subject to the superiority of the West” (Saroca 2002, 3).17 These power
differences play on the global level as well as between the individual singles. As argue
Cunneen and Stubbs (2008), the pattern through which some countries acquire brides and
other countries supply them reflects relative positions within the international political
order; emphasizing the “otherness” of the East, the sexual availability of eastern women, and
their poverty, obscures the oppressive role of particular forms of international relations.
These processes of racialization and ethnicization are hence not simply patterned through
East/West relations, they are also shaped through global economic inequalities. At the
person-to-person level, the power dynamics within the relationships favor the men, given
the usually greater wealth of the men and the fact that matchmaking agencies generally only
Such is suggested even more strongly by the holiday tours that international introduction agencies may
organize for their male members. Next to publishing picture ads on the web, providing chat rooms, forums
and email connections, commercial matchmakers may also offer the opportunity to travel to the origin
countries of the potential brides to meet the women face-to-face. Given that some of them allow their clients
to select 60 to 70 women and arrange meetings up to 30 women in only a couple of days powerfully intimates
these “romance tours” or “love tours” are to be seen more as sex journeys, rather than as serious searches for
a life partner, despite the websites’ claims (Cunneen and Stubbs 2007, 2008).
17
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offer aspiring brides and not grooms (Cunneen and Stubbs 2007; Sahib, Koning, and Van
Witteloostuijn 2006, 62; UNFPA 2006). In this view, the commercial matchmakers exploit
supposedly poor, desperate, and unsuspecting women for their personal benefit.
Oddly, in hardly any of the media and scholarly sources that I used for this chapter did
the women themselves have an explicit voice, an observation also made by other scholars
(Holt 1996; Robinson 1996; Schaeffer-Grabiel 2005). Also the matchmakers themselves
seem to have largely been silenced in the debates. These latter—unsurprisingly—but also a
more recently emerging literature, emphasize the agency of the women involved. Like Jody
did in our personal conversation, the introduction sites repeatedly object to any comparison
with the original MOB-industry, where women were chosen and purchased basically on the
basis of a hard copy image. While the argument that the aspiring brides are commodified by
(online) catalogues may be an accurate account of the representational level, it has been
argued that the improved communication means have increased the agency and control of
the women in the process of finding a partner, as it allows them to play a more active and
critical role in that search (also see Del Rosario 2005; Padilla 2007; Schaeffer-Grabiel 2004).
Moreover, the matchmakers usually underscore that “their women” are no “meek, docile
slaves, oriental beauties with shady pasts, passive and manipulable” (Robinson 1996, 54),
but assertive women who have a clear vision on what they want in life and what they want
from their future spouses. Jody explicates that it is often precisely their higher educational
achievements that drive Filipina women to search for a foreign spouse:
You know what the problem is? When you have studied in the Philippines, you have become too clever and too old. Then, they [Filipino men] don’t want you anymore. Because they do not understand
these women, you see. They don’t want women that are smart and have ambition.

Recent evidence on the women who participate in the worldwide marriage market similarly
suggests that they are “not at all the stereotypical docile, submissive, feminine wife[s]-to-be”
(Sahib, Koning, and Van Witteloostuijn 2006, 79) and shows that many female subscribers
come from the professional middle-class, are self-confident, and have a strong drive for selfimprovement (Clark 2004; Del Rosario 2005; Kojima 2001; Schaeffer-Grabiel 2004). Having
passed “marriageable age” (Kojima 2001) and stigmatized as solteras, it is thus poor marriage prospects, discrimination, and confining definitions of gender and womanhood that
fuel the wish to leave the home country as the fiancée of a western man (Clark 2004; Lauser
2008; UNFPA 2006; Van den Muijzenberg 2004; Woelz-Stirling et al. 2000). As SchaefferGrabiel claims for Mexican women searching for an American partner: “Women look to the
U.S. to be freed from cultural norms and hope to become architects of their own lives” (2004,
42). Taking the argument one step further, Jody explicates that, for women “who want some
more in life,” Filipino men are not the right choice of partner:
Filipino men are too immature for them. Dutchmen are much more independent, they do not rely on
their parents but are able to make a living on their own.

During my interviews with Filipina immigrants in the Netherlands, I more often came across
this conception of western men. While also speaking about the hardships in their bicultural
marriages, Marina, Tita, and Meri spoke of the better manners of “the Dutchmen” as compared to those of her fellow countrymen. Most importantly, Dutchmen would be more
responsible and caring for their family, unlike the “childish and spoilt men in our own
country” (Marina, INT16). At the same time, Dutchmen were perceived to be “more modern”
(Meri, INT12), allowing their wives to pursue their personal ambitions and develop them-
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selves individually. Such expressions not only illustrate the moral characteristics these
women perceived to be typical of western (Dutch)men, they also illustrate how they considered a union with these men (their union, likely) as to offer the opportunity for improving
the self, a finding also noted by Bulloch and Fabinyi (2009). In the Philippines, women I
spoke with repeatedly expressed similar beliefs; in a way, they justified their unconcealed
search for foreign men by degrading local men—strikingly akin to how introduction agencies tend to profile Asian women as better than native women. Thus, as Schaeffer-Grabiel
formulates it: “Just as men imagine women to be ideal mothers and wives, women construct
men as utopic commodities” (2004, 33); while eastern women may live as stereotypical
dream partners in the minds of western men, so do these women themselves hold a dream
image of a “Caucasian partner” (also see Bulloch and Fabinyi 2009; Lauser 2008; Yeoh and
Huang 2000). Both parties searching for a foreign partner look to the other sex as to embody
utopian relationships and lifestyles, and these then tend to exhibit rather traditional notions
of family unity and of femininity and masculinity. In both dreams, Robinson claims, “Constructions of gender are significant in the ethnic identities and their counterpoint, ethnic
stereotypes” (1996, 60). The previous discussion illustrated how in fact also constructions of
ethnicity (and race) are significant in both gender identities; Filipina women are desired also
because they are from the Philippines, and western men are desired also because they are
from the West. Hence, both women and men are constructed by the other in gendered,
ethnicized, and racialized fantasies. It is in these fantasies or desires—on whatever inner
hopes or external pressure these by themselves are grounded—that matchmakers find their
niche and justify their pursuits.

Who is to blame?
Not only is Jody very aware of the stigmas attached to her female compatriots, she also
realizes, and strongly resents, that her line of business may be partially blamed for this. In
fact, she argues, it is precisely because she does not want to “have anything to do with that”
that she keeps her matchmaking activities “behind closed doors.” At the same time, she also
finds fault with the media and feminist activism, which would uphold and reinforce the
image of vulnerable and victimized women. Interestingly, Jody in addition and even more
fiercely criticizes the Dutch government and its migration policies. Over the past years,
migration for marriage has been a topical subject of political debate and successive governments have tightened up the regulations on family formation with an overseas partner (see
chapter 4). As Jody sees it, the increased restrictions on the entrance of foreign brides, and
especially the higher income requirements on the part of the native partner and the costly
integration trajectory the women have to follow before they are allowed entrance into the
country, are illustrative of the government’s disapproval of bicultural marriages, which
presumably also influences public opinion:
It is not just the public who condemn these marriages. It is also the Dutch government itself. Or actually, I think it is the government that makes the people believe that it is not good to marry somebody from abroad. Because they simply do not want foreign women to come here. That is why they
make it so hard … It gets too complicated with all these rules. It helps indeed, it works as it is intended. Because when I myself came here, it was all so easy. But now people are scared off to engage
with a foreigner. Because they [the Dutch government] make it almost impossible to be together
here. For example, all these costs they [the couple-to-be] have to pay. Like for the exam you know.
And then the men here, they must have like a minimum of income, or they [the Dutch state] simply do
not allow them to marry a foreign woman. Do they ever ask people here [natives] what their income
is before they get married?! No, right! They [Dutchmen] don’t even want to try [to look for a foreign
partner] anymore, you see. So for me, I do not like to work with all these rules. It is no fun anymore.
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For Jody, this changed political climate has made it more difficult to carry out her activities
and has diminished her pleasure in matching Dutchmen to her female compatriots “back
home.” Yet, apart from this personal dissatisfaction, she seems worried about the message
the state policies send out to the general public. Her worries were shared by various other
Filipinas I spoke with, as well as by migrant women advocacy groups in general. In their
view, the income demanded from the native partner engenders discrimination of women,
reinventing the image that foreign women can, or actually in a way now even must, be
purchased on the market (E-Quality 2009; Kraus 2003a; Padilla 2007). Such an image is
additionally reinforced by the now quite common use, in media as well as in policy circles, of
the terms “import bride,” “import partner,” and “import marriage”, and newspaper headlines
such as “Bruid halen gaat 3300 euro kosten” (Getting a bride is going to cost 3300 Euro [De
Volkskrant 2002b]), or “VVD: Te laag inkomen, dan geen buitenlandse bruid” (Liberal Party:
Too low income, then no foreign bride [Haagsche Courant 2002]).18 For matchmaker Jody,
these formal regulations are a sham, inciting her to wonder “why commercial matchmaking
is considered an immoral pursuit when natives already by the government have to pay to be
with a foreign woman.”

8.5 The meanings of being a migration broker
Let us know return to the main research question and seek to answer what meanings the
women who stood central in this chapter attached to their entrepreneurial activity. What
drove them to become entrepreneurs in an industry that is so enmeshed in controversy and
structural constraints, and what objectives do they pursue with their commercial activities?
Moving from one country to another with other intentions than merely holiday means a
personal dislocation and an extraction from one socio-economic and cultural system and
insertion into a different one. Such fundamental rupture of the continuity of daily life is
clearly underpinned by high hopes and accompanied by psychological stresses. Each of the
three Filipina migration brokers I spoke with—Jessie, Myrna, and Jody—showed great
awareness of this; after all, they had gone through such life changing process themselves and
could directly relate to the sentiments and anxieties of their (prospective) clients, especially
since they came from the same country. In fact, these hopes, and the stresses that go with
their realization, formed an important incentive for them to start their broker businesses.
Whether the aspiring migrants wanted to leave the native soil for economic reasons, for love,
or merely for “the experience,” according to the entrepreneurs, everybody has the right to
chase one’s personal aspirations and to try one’s luck elsewhere if not obtainable in the
country of birth. Accordingly, the three women motivated their choice of business first and
foremost by an unselfish wish to help fellow country(wo)men realize the dreams and aspirations they once had themselves. But rather than claiming they helped weak and marginalized
women, the au pair and nurse recruiters and the matchmaker each emphasized their mission
targeted “adventurous and educated women”—women with the willpower to improve their
lives. Thus stressing the strength of will and mind of their target group, the migration brokers did however also acknowledge the dangers to which these women are exposed, especially that of neglect and exploitation by competitor-migrant brokers. In fact, while they each
18 It must be noted that these rules on migration for family formation also apply to foreign men wishing to marry
a woman in the Netherlands. Yet in the media and political debates on this topic, it is mostly the foreign women
that receive the attention, so sustaining and spreading the notion that male migrants are active and autonomous
individuals whereas female migrants are passive and spineless individuals (E-Quality 2009; Kraus 2003a).
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suffered from the publicly contested image of their activities, part of their motivation to start
their business was located in the ambiguity regarding the industry. In other words, these
women knowingly engaged in a troubled line of business. They suggested they started their
broker activities to offer their compatriots a more secure and pleasant experience than their
competitors allegedly often do and thus demonstrate a more compassionate version of an
industry than the one popularly known through media, academic, and feminist attention. For
these women, the turn to entrepreneurship was by no means a decision that was forced
upon them by external conditions—rather, external conditions made this decision more
problematic. Their awareness of the fact that this type of business was not the easiest or
most convenient type of business to operate is evocative of their strong inner drive and
reinforces that these women were pulled towards this venture. As Jessie said: “I started this
just because I wanted to. Why else would I engage in such a complicated activity, if it was not
my own will?!” (INT14A)
As a clear indication of their objective to “do a better job” than their competitors, each
of the three women claimed they not primarily aimed for personal financial gain, which felt
like exploiting the needs and hopes which were so familiar to them personally. In fact, they
considered their activities more as a form of aid, or even, as one of them said, as charity. To
support this claim, they said they could definitely not live on the income generated by their
enterprises; these were merely operated as a sideline or hobby activity. Rather than money,
their anticipated reward was the knowledge that they provided “their girls/women” with
better future prospects, a happy love life, joyful memories, and useful working experiences.
Their repeated references to their own migration background and successful and happy
resettlement in the Netherlands suggest they also felt it to be a kind of duty to offer their
fellow countrywomen the chance to work, experience, and/or settle down in this country. At
the same time, each of the three women emphasized more than once their business aimed
not just to help their own compatriots in the origin country, but also the receiving society.
Their mediating and recruitment activities answered to needs felt in the Netherlands just as
much as they answered to needs felt in the Philippines. Thus, their transnational enterprises
were meant to make the best of two different worlds—by bringing the particular demands
and supplies of the two together. As they saw it, their businesses engendered a win-win
situation with advantages to both the sending and receiving country.
Thus, Jessie, Myrna, and Jody alike energetically presented their reasons for and objectives with their recruitment and matchmaking activities first and foremost in social terms.
As they stressed, the value of their broker pursuits could not be expressed in “any amount of
money.” The primary meaning of being a migration broker was in being, literally and figuratively, the gateway to a better life—perhaps even, as some expressions suggested, to a better
“world.” Moreover, as gateways, they had meaning for people “there and here,” for both
societies of their own attachment. For themselves personally, their enterprise was a way to
lead more meaningful lives and to be not just better migration brokers than the competition,
but also “better persons.” While Jessie showed great frustration and grief on her failed
attempt to go ahead with her nurse recruitment agency, Jody and Myrna clearly derived a
great sense of pride and satisfaction—as said Jody: “Every single life that I have brightened,
brightens a bit my own life.”
Some critical notes are in order here. To begin with, we should probably understand the
women’s strong stress on the social backdrop of their activities at least partly within the
biased conception of their activities in the country of settlement. It may also, to some extent,
be a consequence of the particular interaction between these female entrepreneurs and me.
Following Esser’s advice to researchers to explicate their personal prejudices and their
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emotional responses rather than ignoring or oppressing these (2008, 65), when speaking
with these women I, more so than in my conversations with other Filipino entrepreneurs,
felt it difficult to disconnect my own feelings from my researcher role and could not help
noticing my own somewhat partial or reserved attitude towards their particular entrepreneurial activity. Much of the secondary materials I had seen before as well as after my
meetings with these women (academic and advocacy writings, popular press, and websites
of other au pair recruiters and introduction agencies), fueled my critical attitude towards the
recruitment and, especially, the cross-cultural introduction industry, and made me more
often than with the other interviewed entrepreneurs at times cast some doubt on their
stories—particularly in case of Jody, who sometimes seemed not willing to offer me all the
desired information on the organization of her pursuit. Both during the interview phase as
well as during the subsequent interpretation phase, I repeatedly asked myself: are these
entrepreneurs honestly concerned with bringing two desires or demands together, or are
they exploiting the hopes and dreams of desperate people?
Probably, these women during our personal conversations felt some of my personal
suspicion; unquestionably, they were very aware of the general controversy against their
activities. This awareness may have induced both their stress on the social intent of their
economic ventures as well as the prudence they, to various degrees, conveyed on explicating
the particular operations of their activities. Listening to these women, I got the strong
impression they felt a vigorous need to justify their endeavor, and convince me of their
sincere and decent operations. As it occurred to me, these women purposely brought in their
own life stories and personal backgrounds to support their credibility, which was so in a way
a “performative act to impact the audience” (Riesmann 2001, in Essers 2008, 59). Reasonably, they, knowing I would bring out their stories, revealed only what was strategic to reveal
(again Jody seemingly strongest of the three) and used the interview to promote a better
image of the international recruitment/introduction industry among a wider public. In
addition, I could sometimes sense an element of advocacy in their stories, then mostly
directed at the Dutch government whom they each quite strongly accused of “illogical” or
even “hypocritical” rules on (female) migration.
To some extent, these women, and their “performative acts,” indeed impacted me, over
time making me revise some of my initial perception. Notwithstanding the abusive and
shady practices that occur within their line of business, pondering about these women’s
stories I started to relate more to their frustrations and incomprehension of the refusal by
the receiving society to allow people “from outside” to fulfill their sense of adventure, realize
their dreams on a better future, and pursue their career aspirations. In a way, more so than I
had experienced in researching other lines of business, I felt myself emotionally situated in
the thick of the dichotomies that transnationalism is based on—and seeks to transcend. In
the following section, I elaborate on this notion, considering these migration mediators‘
precarious and ambivalent embeddedness in transnational space. This section also answers
the more conceptual research question of how a transnational perspective contributed to the
understanding of these women’s business decisions.

8.6 The transnationality of being a migration broker
Clearly, a transnational perspective was indispensable for a fruitful analysis of the Filipinas’
motivations for and objectives with their migration broker enterprises. After all, this industry is by its very own nature based on crossing borders; in fact, the industry is in crossing
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borders. Hence, the immigrants’ reasons to start such business, as well as the missions they
pursued with it, only made sense “when analysed through the lens of two countries whose
differences mark the site of desire” (Schaeffer-Grabiel 2004, 34). Similarly, also the tensions
and difficulties of operating a migration broker business could be laid bare and comprehended more fully only by taking note of conditions on each side of the borders that were
aimed to transcend. Employing a transnational perspective was crucial in illuminating the
factors and conditions that unfolded in remote locations but at a historically specific point
came together, and subsequently connected or collided. It provided a more comprehensive
insight into both the open and more concealed influences in the immigrants’ origin and
settlement country that forged and shaped yet simultaneously also complicated and impeded the women’s activities across the borders, as such showing how locally situated lives
are influenced by global markets, inter/transnational alliances and anxieties, and national
policies and media. In short, it illustrated and made more understandable the entanglement
of the local and the global.
For the female entrepreneurs themselves, their broker activities aimed at transcending
what they perceived as rather straightforward dichotomies between their origin and settlement country: blocked socio-economic mobility versus career prospects, poor versus rich,
East versus West, traditional versus modern. Observing particular and ostensibly overlapping demands and supplies in both regions, these women believed in constructively bringing
together both regions through the overseas recruitment and partner-matching of their
fellow countrywomen. This we could perhaps call the “paradox of transnationalism”: while
transnationalism fundamentally denotes the linking and so in effect uniting of two remote
regions, it is these regions’ contrasting positions that underpin the emergence of such one
social space. Moreover, while these contrasting positions ensue from and are based on global
processes and inequalities, transnationalism refers to the individual or grassroots efforts to
overcome these. This chapter showed how such an individual pursuit to link and unite
distant places is not simply a matter of personal choice. Whereas the previous chapters
illustrated how the business decisions and experiences of Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs
(traders and caterers) were first and foremost influenced by their individual skills, social
capital, and personal ambitions, the present chapter demonstrated how the entrepreneurial
pathways of the Filipina migration brokers were, in addition, more directly and strongly
shaped by the political space offered by the receiving and sending governments, as well as
by the social space negotiated with the “wider society of settlement,” where feelings of
acceptance of their activities affected their success—or at its most benign: their pleasure in
being a migration broker.
While not straightforwardly confining their activities, these women were forced to legitimate themselves, to the extent of frustration, due to criticisms and prejudices around
them—both regarding the women they hoped to “bring in” as well as regarding their line of
business itself. Alongside this negative influence “from below,” forces “from above,” especially the migration policies of the receiving state, particularly frustrated the broker activities of
the Filipinas. Even though the recruitment of au pairs and the matching of fiancées in the
Philippines may be circumscribed by bans ordained by the Philippine government, the real
limits were met in the entrance and resettlement regulations of the Netherlands. In the past
years, Dutch migration rules have generally become more and more stringent. Notably
though, precisely for the three reasons for which many women want to enter the country,
the Dutch government has imposed a more complicated and restrictive set of rules than for
any other (male-dominated) type of migration. By means of these rules, the nation-state, far
from being weakened, plays an important role in the entrepreneurs’ cross-border endeavors.
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Particularly in the control and discipline of migration, state power dominates the possibilities of moving into and taking action in transnational space.
Cutting across these prejudices and formal rules, the women’s transnational activities
were strongly conditioned by “hegemonic interpretation of gender roles” (Salih 2001, 656).
Where, on the one hand, traditional gender roles and expectations formed the market for
mediation in the crossing between the Philippines and the Netherlands, these on the other
hand also complicated the possibilities of migrating, and, hence, also the possibilities to act
as a go-between in these movements. As argues Kraus (2003a), the greater restraints on the
entrance of female labor migrants into the Netherlands are the consequence of moral discussions, based on conventional notions on women’s responsibilities in society. For one thing,
Kraus claims, Dutch migration policies still insufficiently recognize women as autonomous
migrants, as people capable of making their own choices. Women’s labor migration seems to
press the emotional and ethical question of whether it is not sad that women have to leave
home and family—often to work in low-paid, dead-end jobs shunned by native women. For
another, these policies ensue from the moral expectation that women choose the care of
their own families (or, when nurses are concerned, patients in their own country) over a
personal career or financial interest (2003b, 20). The structural and social constraints that
the migration brokers experienced thus seem to be partially based on the stereotype of
female labor migrants as victims of their circumstances, while we at the same time might
also deduce the countervailing perspective that considers these women as calculating and
self-seeking. Strikingly, male migration does not provoke these discussions and is, accordingly, less restricted.
But not just women’s labor migration, also the inflow of foreign brides appears to be circumscribed by a rather patriarchal or patronizing perspective based on traditional notions of
gender roles; after all, it is the native, male partner who must demonstrably be able to sustain
the bicultural household. Moreover, some consider also the conditional residence permit for
foreign brides as a token of the prejudiced view on women’s migration (Kraus 2003a; Padilla
2007); only after three years can the women apply for an independence residence permit—
until then the women’s stay in the country is tied up to their relationship with the Dutch male
partner. Not only does this migration rule offer a seed-bed for power inequality within the
household, it also deters women from migrating for marriage.19
To sum up, the transnational actors studied in this chapter needed to traverse national
regulatory and at times excluding regimes, as well as negative public images of and attitudes
towards foreigners in the receiving context. As observed also by other scholars studying the
transnational behavior of immigrants, these women’s business experiences thus showed
“contradictions within transnational spaces which manifest less smooth characteristics than
may be found in the more celebratory versions of the literature on transnationalism” (Riccio
2001, 587; also see Anderson 2001; Salih 2001). Clearly, engagement in transnational social
space is not an easy task, at least not in this line of business. Entrance into and activity
within transnational social space is not free of constraints but concerned with power, which
in turn is “determined by matters of gender, race, and the intersection of these with class”
(Anderson 2001, 30). The (re)production of transnational fields is inextricably enmeshed in
the maintenance and reproduction of international relations of power, status, gender, race,
and ethnicity.
19 As noted, these rules on migration for family formation also apply to foreign men wishing to marry a native
woman; still, it is reasoned, foreign women are comparatively in a weaker “bargaining position” within the
bicultural marriage than are foreign men and, hence, this migration rule strikes them harder (Bayanihan, pers.
comm., Nl-2).

196

8.7 Conclusion
This chapter described the efforts of three Filipina entrepreneurs in the Netherlands to
mediate in the international crossing and resettlement (permanently or temporarily) in their
own adopted country of their fellow country(wo)men “back home.” Each of these migration
brokers focused on a conventional segment of the “female emigration market” in the Philippines, that of nurses, au pairs, and fiancées. While each of them believed they helped both
the sending and receiving society, they were also very aware of conflicting viewpoints. With
obvious frustration, these women noted how especially in the past few years, their activities
have become increasingly difficult to pursue. Migration, and thus also mediating in migration, is strongly mitigated by the changing structure of migration laws and the altering social
climate. Over the past years, the Netherlands, like other western countries, has become less
open to foreigners with the passage of increasingly restrictive entrance rules. Alongside this
formal construction of immigration as a problem, public opinion has also become more
hostile. For the migration brokers, rather than an undelivered pursuit to bring two remote
demands together, this meant they had to navigate between eastern women’s hopes and
westerners’ suspicions.
Moral debates, controversy, stereotypes, and prejudices surround this field of action—
especially, as suggested the preceding accounts, when women are concerned. We might even
say: especially when Filipina women are concerned. Though probably not as manifestly as
some other immigrant populations, Filipina women experience their own gendered, ethnicized, and racialized stereotypes in Dutch society. Many of my female respondents told how
they felt their group to be hardly known beyond housekeepers, Mail Order Brides, nurses, or
(sexual) entertainers. The media certainly plays a part in this perception (also see section
4.4). Though there has been some development towards more nuanced reporting in the
media (and scholarly debate) since the 1980s, still, when Filipinas make it in the news, they
do so mostly as victimized and exploited women. In their most harmless variant, the stories
are, as claims Van den Muijzenberg specifically for the Dutch media portrayal, “rather paternalistic” (2004, 145; also see Padilla 1998, 2007; Palpallatoc 1997).
A central theme in this chapter was therefore the interplay of migration, women, and
agency, which was in turn embedded in the intersection of gender, ethnicity/race, and
first/third world relations. Mediating in the arrival of nurses, au pairs, and fiancées from the
Philippines turned out to be successively stronger embedded in “ideologies inherent in a
network of discourses such as those on race, immigration, patriarchy, sexuality, and nation”
(Holt 1996, 59). Ideals and norms on love and marriage, modern versus traditional femininity, women’s rights, racial hierarchies, and economic inequalities featured and complicated
these transnational fields of action.
Interestingly then, commercial brokers in women’s migration from the Philippines operate along with public and political forces to reproduce existing gender roles and stereotypical images of this ethnic group. Like the Philippine government, they are engaged in
“boundary work” (Essers and Benschop 2009), cultivating differences between groups to
ideologically construct “their women” as the best nurses, au pairs, or wives (or other gendertypical roles) and as such defending and perpetuating the gendered, ethnicized, and racialized niches that the Philippines traditionally takes in within the global labor and marriage
market. At the same time though, the migration brokers featured in this chapter also seemed
to push gender along new trajectories. These female business owner-operators strived to
offer their fellow country(wo)men from the Philippines the same new home (as emblematic
for new opportunities) that they themselves had found outside their origin country. Their
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efforts intended to provide their female compatriots new scenarios in which they could
reimagine gender roles and redefine themselves. In the process, these migration brokers
thus actually “complicated the easy binary between the modern and the traditional” (Schaeffer-Grabiel 2004) that formed a crucial bedrock of their activities.
Clearly, also these Filipina entrepreneurs themselves transcended the stereotypes in
which their ethnic group is fairly stubbornly trapped. Their stories challenged the stereotypes in western popular and academic discourses of Filipina women as victims, or at least
as passive and subservient women. By operating a business, they showed the agency that
(Filipina) immigrant women have. Deliberately engaging in a contested and complicated
field of activity, they in fact displayed strong agency (Gonzales 1998, 50). Not denying the
constraints within which they had to work nor claiming they had full control, they made
purposeful choices concerning their own lives. The choice that stood central in this chapter
was to embark on an endeavor which aimed at uplifting—themselves individually as well as
their fellow countrywomen in the Philippines.
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9.
Travel agents: reuniting West and East
While international migration has been strongly facilitated by improved transport and
communication means, so has traveling been encouraged even more by this. In the past
decades, the tourism industry has flourished, and the “home visits” of migrants play a prominent part in this (WTO [World Tourism Organization] 2009). This chapter discusses four
Filipino travel agents in the Netherlands, three woman and one man, who took up business
in “bringing home” as part of their personal home-building project in the adopted country. It
examines the socio-economic embeddedness of these immigrants’ businesses in transnational social space, exploring their reasons to engage in this specific industry, their operational tactics, and their objectives or aspirations in business. Sections 9.1, 9.2, 9.4, and 9.5
present the specific stories of the four travel agents. Section 9.3 considers the context in
which the market for travel business is embedded, in particular the institutional context as
developed by the sending government. Section 9.6 summarizes the main motivations of the
immigrants to become a travel agent as well as their objectives in business, and explains the
differences in these in relation to their different ethnic association and identification, personal ambitions, and family contexts. While the travel industry clearly draws from and
contributes to processes of transnationalization, section 9.7 elaborates on the particular
transnationality of the actors in this industry, i.e. of the travel agents themselves. The chapter
concludes with a concise reflection on the themes that appeared specifically of interest. In
brief prospect, within this business sector that is based on the (international) movements of
people, the “notion of home is particularly intriguing”1 and relevant, and hence forms a
central focus in this chapter. Home is here emphatically understood not just as the physical
place that one inhabits, but also as the symbolic conceptualization of where one belongs
(Salih 2001, 666). The overall aim of this chapter is to illustrate and explain how immigrants’
travel enterprises simultaneously serve to maintain of old ties and identities across space,
and serve to be at home away from home—in fact, may serve to be at home in various places
simultaneously.

9.1 Nimfa: staying at home
Winter 2004, I visit Nimfa, owner-operator of Nimfa’s Travels, in her home. As she first has
to finalize some business transactions—in her bedroom upstairs—her teenage daughter
Carla in the meantime proudly shows me the pictures of her 18th birthday, published in the
Munting Nayon and celebrated as a community event. Appearing on stage in three different
ballroom dresses, this girl was the shining centre amongst several hundreds of guests. “Yeah,
with so many relatives and friends here nearby, our parties are usually quite big,” Carla
laughs and grabs another issue of the magazine from the table to demonstrate the report of
the likewise ebulliently celebrated 50th birthday of her mother. More than 400 guests joined
in the party; tellingly, the caption says: “It was indeed a super-affair, following … communi1 As asserted by Leung (2004, 13). I single out Leung’s writings of 2004 and 2005 as a source of inspiration for
this chapter, as these texts provided me very valuable thoughts and insights on the economic, social, and
psychological aspects of migrants’ homing sentiments and the role of these sentiments in the travel branch.
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ty’s tradition when holding family events … events that can only be described in superlatives
…!!” When Nimfa joins us somewhat later and sees the pictures, she immediately starts
explaining that it was precisely this large and close group of relatives, one of the Filipino
clans residing in the west of the Netherlands, which had formed the driving force behind her
travel business:
You see, I have so many friends and relatives here. So then it started, like early nineties, something
like that. At first, I did it via via … You know, I have this friend who could book for me at the airline
company, he worked there. So then I paid him and my family bought from me. But then I wanted to
do it myself. So I went to the Chambers of Commerce. Because I thought, I have so many acquaintances, it would be nice if I could arrange this for them. You know, like my help to them. Because they
often go back home, right. And at the same time, I would see them and meet with a lot of people.
(INT24)

Nimfa strongly stresses she primarily considers her travel business a hobby activity, albeit
one she takes very seriously. Ever since she came to the Netherlands, late 1970s, she has
worked as a nurse. In fact, she came to the Netherlands after her sister Rhea, who belonged
to the first batches of nurses recruited to fill up the then shortages in the Dutch health sector,
had arranged her a temporary labor contract in the same hospital where she herself worked.
When the director after three years offered Nimfa a permanent job, she accepted and settled
down, together with her Filipino husband whom she in the meantime had met at a friend’s
birthday party in the Netherlands. Upon the birth of their first child few years later, she
shifted from full-time to part-time work. As Nimfa explicates, this also offered her the chance
to “do something else next to only nursing” and to develop other capabilities. Given that she
herself loved traveling and already every now and then informally sold tickets within her
own social network, she decided to continue professionally in this line of work and therefore
followed a self study course in tourism. Twelve years upon her migration to the Netherlands,
Nimfa went to the Chambers of Commerce and registered as a travel agent.
Since then her business has slowly assumed a greater role in her daily life. Yet she does
not intend to quit her part-time work at the hospital in the near future as this would leave
her without the security and benefits of a stable income, retirement pension, and cheaper
health insurances—advantages of a paid job which she, with still children at home, does not
want to let go. For the years to come, Nimfa says, the business does not need to become
much bigger. Every day she already spends several hours on it; more work is beyond her
capacities and resources. Now it is still quite easily manageable—from out of her bedroom,
as she somewhat embarrassedly giggling shows me, her bureau and the shelves above it
piling over with paperwork. Indeed, she agrees, more space to work would not be an exaggerated luxury, yet, she adds, an outdoors establishment would not only be too costly, but,
more importantly, also deprive her of her flexibility and freedom. Nimfa keeps her options
open though: “Maybe, when the kids are out of the house, I might look for a real office, but as
long as they are here, I just do it here, in my own home.”
Still, she does not seem to truly wish to ever have a “real office,” as elsewhere in our
conversation she makes clear she is more interested in serving her personal acquaintances
rather than “strangers.” Maintaining personal relations with nearly all of her clients, they all
know where she lives and sometimes simply ask her to book a flight when on a personal
visit. As Nimfa says about her economic pursuit: “It is more like an act of help than an act of
business.” To illustrate her point, she puts forward her flexible time schedule, shown in the
inclusion of her private mobile telephone number in her advertisement in Munting Nayon.
According to her, this is an important difference with other travel agencies, who would
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literally and emotionally keep more distant to their clients. Whereas “ordinary” travel agents
may not be available in case of emergency, she would always help out her fellow countrymen
in such a situation as she can personally relate to their anxiety:
I know myself how hard it is to be away from your family when something has happened. For example, when your mother gets sick, you just have to be there, no matter what. So I know by heart, and
that is why I would not ever let them down if they ask me for help. (INT24)

Obviously, with the current trend towards online ticket purchasing, the comparative advantage of such prolonged availability may lessen. However, Nimfa claims, the internet will
never be able to compete with her personal care and concern for her customers, who, especially in times of distress, are also in need of sympathy and emotional backup.
Nimfa’s business involvement shows many similarities with other female entrepreneurs in this study—regardless the line of business. Her business is micro in scale as it is
initiated as a personal challenge and sideline activity next to other roles in life, especially
that of a mother. Correspondingly, it is established in the home, and sales take place mostly
within the own social network. She does not seem to have particular strategic business
objectives or well-defined plans for the future; if she would ever pursue some expansion,
this is emphatically first and foremost related to the development stage of her household.
For now, her business conveniently stays at home. Interestingly, Nimfa’s story suggests how
the home-based business serves not only as a convenient solution to balance work and
family though; there are other rationales behind operating business from one’s home. This
other rationale is shown even clearer in the following account, of Thomas, running Aloha
Mundial.

9.2 Thomas: keeping it in the family
Interviewing Thomas turns out rather difficult, as every few minutes the telephone rings and
he has to get back to his desk, placed on the other side of the living room where I am received. While I am waiting in one of the comfortable rattan chairs, I at ease dream away at
the view of beautiful Philippine sceneries hanging on the walls around me. “Wow Philippines!” the posters shout, abbreviated from Wealth of Wonders, as the flagship tourism
program of the Philippine Department of Tourism is dubbed. Behind me, I can hear Thomas
talk in an amicable manner to the callers—as if they all are close friends of him. When I ask
him, after the third phone call in less than twenty minutes, whether it is always this busy and
whether he is indeed, and always, that close to his customers as it seems, Thomas replies:
What you see, Marisha, is not busy. It is considered quiet. On Monday, I think we can get us maybe 40
or 50 calls. That means you have four lines waiting. Now I am getting older, it is getting difficult. But
when I was younger, I felt like superman, because I could handle them all. Plus a very sharp memory
of people’s name. That was very important, that you remember the people you are dealing with. It is
not easy anymore, but in the very beginning, the first clients I had, I knew them all. I just heard their
voice on the phone and they didn’t even have to say their names, I knew already who I was dealing
with. So a personal approach, that is very important. (INT3A)

Late in the 1970s, Thomas came to the Netherlands to visit his sister, with the explicit
intention to see whether he could find a job here and stay for a longer time. Indeed, with the
help of his Dutch brother-in-law, he arranged a labor contract in a newly opened hotel.
Thomas went back to the Philippines, “just to settle things,” and quickly returned to the
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Netherlands where he could start right away in his new job. Even though he liked the job
very much, he soon quit his job as he moved to another city to live with his newlywed Filipina wife Mely. There he worked for some time in an embassy. Yet within a few years, he
decided to stop and “find new adventure.” That new adventure he found in his current travel
business. When asked whether he had always wanted to have a (travel) business and what
steps he had undertaken to get started, Thomas explains he got the idea for a travel agency
from his entrepreneurial friend in Germany. For Thomas, starting up a travel business
became an imaginable act when he could refer to a role model who had tried it before—and
who had achieved success. It was also this friend who gave him the notable advice to “just
get started” as “other things than facts were more important” in this line of business:
It just so happened … it started as a joke. And then I went to this school, to ask for special courses in
travel, to learn about travel. But then, my friend from Philippine Airlines in Frankfurt stopped me
and said: “You don’t have to do that, I‘ll send you to the Philippines and then you do your own training with the airlines.” It did not even have to come that far, because what happened: I learnt how to
operate the system on my own. I had one connected for myself. From there, I personally learnt the
system, I didn’t have to go to school. I gained all actual experiences, learning experiences in travels …
There is one thing my friend told me, that I will always remember, when I started: “If you are to succeed, in business or in life, you need connections. So important. knowledge and experience comes later.” And you must realize I had no experience whatsoever when I started this business. But actually,
my friend, he opened all doors for me. He gave me information, and he brought me the contacts also.
So it started from scratch. The only advantage was my hotel experience which is a service oriented
business. I managed to apply that in this travel business, which was so successful because I knew how
to give personal service to people and that helped a lot. (INT3A)

Clearly, Thomas’s friend played an essential role in the business start up, functioning as a
source of practical information and useful contacts in the travel industry. Yet time and time
again in both our personal meetings, Thomas says he learnt most by “simply doing,” as such
presenting himself as a “self-made man.” Indeed, to start a travel business, no formal pre-job
training is required, making it a favored employment option for immigrants. Still, his previous
employment in the tourist sector was of help as this equipped him with the needed social
skills. As Thomas emphasizes more than once, rather than technical know-how, it is of vital
importance for a travel operator to have “good connections” and to know how to deal with
people, especially when the clientele mostly consists of co-ethnics for whom traveling to the
native soil usually is “quite an emotional experience”—an argument also used by Nimfa.
Apart from just being, as claims the company’s advertisement in the Munting Nayon,
“your friendly travel agent”, it is his “special services” that give his business a more human
face and express his personal commitment to the customers. One such special service—
which, recalling Nimfa’s case, turns out to be not that special after all—is to be available for
the customers beyond regular opening hours. Thomas explains that especially in the first
years of his business engagement he would help people at whatever time of the day. Proudly,
he claims that “back then,” in the mid-1990s, he was the first to have a mobile phone, which
was an important tool to provide “nearly all around the clock” services—and to represent
himself as a modern entrepreneur:
I started with a type writer. If I made one or two bookings a month, when I started, I was very happy.
And then later on, when it was really going to start, I bought one computer and a mobile phone. The
mobile phone was one of the major contributors to our success. There were no mobile phones on
earth during that period. I was the first to have one. So if I was in a party or a gathering and the
phone rang, the unit was mine because I was the only one who had it. (INT3A)
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At the same time as Thomas presents his decision to start a travel business as a “joke,” he
also repeatedly stresses his diligence to make headway. Especially the first years upon
business registration, he worked “like mad” to become more publicly known. Working
around the clock, visiting social gatherings, getting involved with various ethnic associations,
and supporting Filipino events all helped to secure a solid clientele and get established
within the Filipino community. Within few years time, the work became that much that his
wife had to quit her job so she could dedicate herself full-time to the business as well. However, now that the worries on how to survive are past and he and his wife are getting older,
they have deliberately sought to regain some of the private life they lost in the first years
upon their company formation; now, “the evening hours are theirs again.”
Next to his (previously) more flexible and prolonged working hours, another allegedly
specific attraction of Thomas’ agency is the provision of unusual travel arrangements. While
in recent years, regulations on luggage have generally become more compliant in the travel
branch, when Thomas started his business in the early nineties, it was common to permit only
20 kilos. Knowing by heart that “Filipinos love to travel heavy,” taking loads of pasalubongs
(Tagalog for “gifts”) with them to give to their loved ones “back home,” Thomas was, as he
claims with pride in his voice, the one who stipulated with an Asian carrier that his customers
were allowed to carry 10 more kilos of luggage with them on their visits to the Philippines—
which at the time certainly helped him to set himself apart from other travel businesses.
Yet for Thomas, the ultimate expression of his “personal approach” lies in the location
of his enterprise. A few years ago, he and his family moved to another residence and made
the living room into office and reception space. On the one hand, this decision was informed
by the practical consideration that in this way, he and his wife could better work together on
their enterprise as well as keep an eye on their son, especially since every now and then, one
of them had to go to the Philippines for the business (as a matter of fact, both times that I
visit Thomas, his wife is abroad for that reason). Clearly, this couple shares the productive
and reproductive tasks, and the home-based business facilitates this. Yet, next to this more
“conventional” rationale of combining work and family, Thomas explains there was yet
another, perhaps even more important, motive to establish the business in the own home:
This is a very, very Philippine concept. In the Philippines, people live where they work. They work
where they live. And I am doing exactly the same thing. That is also one big reason why I have this
concept here in our home. When they enter the place, they will not feel like they are entering an office. They will feel at home right away. Because they see a home. They see more a home than they see
an office. So when they enter, they immediately feel comfortable. (INT3A)

Whereas the home-based business is often considered a typically female business practice
(Thompson, Jones-Evans, and Kwong 2009; Walker and Webster 2004), and according to
various authors frequently treated in rather patronizing ways (McClelland et al. 2005; Mirchandani 1999; Still and Timms 2000a), the case of Thomas provides for another view on the
phenomenon, challenging “the genderization of home businesses based on location” (McKay
2001, 161). For Thomas, reception in the home is part of the “Filipino way of doing business”
and in fact a thought-out business strategy.2 As he sees it, his home provides a space “where
migrants can get things done the way like at home” (Leung 2004, 157); allowing his clients to
visit him in his personal realm serves to enhance his trustworthiness. In fact, according to

2 Recall how also several female traders contended how their home-based trade was in fact a typical Filipino
business concept, very similar to the sari sari stores typically run by women in the Philippines as an additional
source of income (chapter 6).
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him, it is his personal treatment that forms the primary factor of his business success, and
also the factor with which he distinguishes himself from other travel agents—especially the
native ones who would maintain a more reserved demeanor towards their clients:
One of the most important factors in my success is, I know the Philippine way of doing business. And I
applied it. That means, a very personal service, you treat your clients as your friends, you treat your
friends as your relatives … The Dutch way? The Dutch are also very friendly, but they are also very
formal, you know. You ask something and they answer you back but they don’t go further than that.
But I can already ... Before the person talks, I already know what they want. I can already explain to
them what they can expect. (INT3B)

According to Thomas, a deeper interest in the people and personal treatment, almost as if
each customer is also his good friend, is essential. In fact, many customers of his travel
agency have become his friends. With pride he claims his business has in less than 10 years
time obtained a “household name” within the Filipino community in the Netherlands, which
he specifically attributes to his tailored and almost intimate services.
Yet, even though he believes their company has the potential to grow further, Thomas
makes clear he and his wife have personally reached the stage of fulfillment. Compared to
Nimfa, their clientele is more expanded and the business is obviously more than “just a
sideline” as it provides for the entire household income and forms the spill in the family’s
daily life. Giving in to the allegedly continuously increasing and diversifying demand from
their co-ethnic market would mean they would have to hire employees and would lose too
much of their highly valued flexible and independent way of life. This travel agent so pursues
business in a way that Still and Timms (2000a), in reference to women’s entrepreneurial
activities, describe as a “lifestyle choice,” with the question of growth being linked to issues
such as balance and flexibility. Resolutely, Thomas asserts he does not want to have the
stress of a bigger business and claims he therefore keeps the business in the family.
Such also shows in that recently their 18-year old son took one year off from school to
get to learn how to operate the business, mostly tutored by his father. Laughingly, Thomas
says: “Sometimes, I am his father, teacher, and mother all at once,” referring to the periods
when his wife is on a business trip. At the moment, their son works as a part-time employee
and helps out when needed, yet if it were up to his parents, he would follow in their entrepreneurial footsteps should they decide to retire in the Philippines. When the son during our
conversation enters the room and I confront him with the question whether he will indeed
do so, the son displays some ambiguity: “For now, I like working in the business. But perhaps
when I am older, I might want to do something else.” His father does not really seem to
worry about his son’s reservation. As a matter of fact, during both our meetings, Thomas
paints a strongly confident picture of the future, as if all options are open to him and his wife.
As he at one point literally says, the business allows them to live a comfortable life, “now and
in the future, and wherever [they] want.”
As the cases of Nimfa and Thomas demonstrate, immigrants have found a niche in the travel
inclination of their compatriots around them and have engaged in the commercialization of
the “homing desire” (Leung 2005, 197). This market sector seems a rather accessible business opportunity for immigrants. Apart from low entry barriers and immigrants’ insider
knowledge, the consumer market is quite stable—“will always be there,” as Thomas phrases
it. Indeed, a homing desire may be something almost natural for immigrants, even when
their contexts of exit or reception do not entail tragedy. At any rate, the majority of the
participants in the present study expressed they still felt longing to their native soil. No
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matter how long they had been in the Netherlands, many of them expressed, in various
degrees of determination, a wish to return, either temporarily or permanently. Even though
they also repeatedly stressed they felt at home in the Netherlands, they “would always be
Filipino by heart and always feel that yearning.” Clearly, this sense of dislocation enables the
formation of an imagined global community.3 Yet, as Appadurai (1996) asserts, imagination
is not a fantasy that can be divorced from actions. Hence, an imagined community is not just
about sharing experiences but also comes from the creation of continuously traveled bridges
across geographic territories (Parreñas 2001, 12). Travel agencies provide just that bridge,
functioning as the key figures in materializing immigrants’ “nostalgia for home and fantasies
of return” (Ghosh and Wang 2003, 279). Indeed, their appealing promotions of travels “back
home” may further arouse such transnational desires. As Leung, analyzing the operational
tactics of Chinese travel agents in Germany, described the advertisement of one of her
respondents: by “painting a beautiful, romanticised (stereo) typical landscape in the readers’
mind, the travel agent evokes nostalgic sentiments, and even almost a sense of duty to return
home” (2005, 213). Yet, along with immigrant travel agents—who operate from below, from
out of their adopted countries, and located precisely amidst their prospective customers—
also from afar and from above, by sending governments themselves, such nostalgic sentiments and sense of national duty may be stimulated. The following section discusses some of
these efforts by the Philippine government.

9.3 Marketing sentiments for home
According to some, the observably increasing efforts of sending country governments over
the past decade to promote and guide the homeward initiatives of their respective diasporas
are an important feature of the phenomenon of transnationalism and of is “what is novel at
present” (Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2001, 4). As discussed in chapter 4, the Philippine
government is seen as an outstanding example in the pursuit of what has been called
projects of “transnational reincorporation” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 7 – 8), or “long
distance nationalism” (Anderson 1992; also see Levitt and Glick-Schiller 2004), as it has
implemented a broad range of regulations and activities to stimulate, and sometimes even
oblige, the overseas nationals to translate their belonging to the origin country into concrete
action. Next to laws on Dual Citizenship and Absentee Voting, investment provisions on land
ownership, tax exemptions, and retirement benefits, also the encouragement of the home
bound travels of its emigrants and contract workers form a pillar in the state’s project of
nation building from afar.
The earliest of these initiatives was the so-called balikbayan program, or Operation
Homecoming, which was initiated by President Marcos soon after declaring Martial Law in
1972. This program, according to Szanton Blanc “a skilful invention by a master politician
and manipulator of symbolic meanings” (1996, 178)4, initially intended to attract Filipino3 The term “imagined community” is coined by Benedict Anderson (1983), and describes his idea that a nation
is a socially constructed community, that is, imagined by the people who perceive themselves as part of that
group. An imagined community differs from an actual community in that it is not (and cannot be) based on
everyday face-to-face interaction between its members; in fact, they will never know all of their fellowmembers personally. Instead, members hold in their minds a mental image of their affinity.
4 In this article, entitled “Balikbayan: A Filipino Extension of the National Imaginary and of State Boundaries,”
Szanton Blanc, one of the pioneer investigators of transnationalism, traces the origins of the Balikbayan
Program and critically examines its metamorphosis into a primary source of foreign exchange for the Philippine government.
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American tourists back to the Philippines to uplift the public opinion in the United States
about the loss of democracy in the Philippines. Subsequent presidents expanded the program, stretching the concept of balikbayan well beyond the initial Marcos guidelines. At
present, the rules and regulations as revised in 1989 are still valid, defining a balikbayan as:
(1) former Filipino citizens holding foreign passports, including spouses and children traveling with them, (2) Filipinos who have been continuously out of the Philippines for at least one
year, and (3) overseas Filipino workers (CFO 2005, 43 – 44). Hence, even when they are no
longer officially Filipino citizens, Filipinos living abroad are incorporated as citizens by the
Philippine state and receive special privileges in exchange—these “home comers” are entitled
benefits such as travel tax exemption, visa free entry, duty free shopping privileges, air ticket
promotions, and especially designated reception areas that must stir feelings not just of being
welcome, but of coming home indeed, almost like a lost son or daughter. Another example of
the Philippine state’s attempts to cultivate nationalism in diasporic space is its so-called
lakbay-aral Program (lakbay-aral literally translated as “travel-study”). This program, implemented in 1983, specifically targets the children of overseas Filipinos by offering them
discounted study tours to trace their roots and (re)discover their ethnic-cultural heritage and
Filipino identity (ibid., 108 – 109). Reinscribing the second generation abroad with their
Filipino identity must recapture a lost sense of belonging and recreate an imagined community among them. Clearly, programs like these thrive on the compatriots’ nostalgia for their
perceived ancestral homes, their lost sense of identity, and their yearning for people and
customs of which they have been separated.
More recently, the Philippine government has found yet another way to turn the home
sentiments of its overseas nationals into a potential resource for the country. Here, the socalled Volunteer 12 Campaign provides a good example. This program, a collaboration of the
Department of Tourism (DOT) and the Alliance of Philippine Travel Agencies (APTA), was
put up in 2001 and was designed to encourage Filipinos abroad to send at least one tourist a
year to the Philippines. These foreigners sent by overseas Filipinos are offered incentives
such as discounts from airlines, hotels, and retail establishments. For their part, the “tourism
volunteers,” as those who send visitors to the Philippines are labeled, are, depending upon
their “production,” rewarded through cash and cash-equivalent prizes, including the chance
of a round trip air ticket, hotel accommodation, and an Award from President Arroyo. Especially in view of the low budget for tourism of the Philippine government, the overseas
compatriots are a valuable source of income, not just directly through their personal visits
but also indirectly through their ambassador function in the countries where they reside.
Their importance is reflected, and openly indicated, not in body count but in their spending
power—and the spending power of the people they send to the Philippines. As the Volunteer
12 promotion material says: “We may not have the US$70 million promotional budgets of
our competitors, but we do have 7.38 million Filipinos worldwide who love their country
and still care for the upliftment of their fellow Filipinos.”5 And further:
If our country benefits from tourists, you and your loved ones need not even travel to other countries to seek employment and/or a better standard of living. Tourism can help you and your family
have a better life, a better home, a better education, and food on your table. The US$1100 spent by
the ONE tourist you will convince and send to the Philippines will redound to the economy: from
the hotel he used; to the restaurants and shops he patronized; to the driver of the taxi he hired; to
the farmer and to the millions of Filipinos who would benefit from tourism.

5

Taken from the official online Philippine government portal (http://www.gov.ph/download/v12/nutshell.pdf).
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Poignantly, while targeting those who went abroad because of dissatisfaction with life in the
Philippines, the government even goes as far as to allude to these migrants’ own role in
diminishing the need to leave the country for such reason. Fairly aggressive marketing
programs like the Volunteer 12 Campaign aim to make the overseas Filipinos partners in the
promotion of their origin country among the native populations of their settlement countries. Rather than alluding to their personal homing desire, as through for instance the
mentioned Balikbayan program, here the government first and foremost appeals to the
sense of nationhood and love for the country; feelings of responsibility for the native soil
must prod up to “personally sell the Philippines with passion and vigor to foreign friends
and associates” (ibid.). In that way, it avails, or in fact capitalizes on, the Filipino norm of
utang na loob, the debt of gratitude that Filipinos feel, and must repay, not just to their
nuclear family or kin but to the whole of Filipino society (Mulder 1997; Tacoli 1999).
Thus, aside from general promotion campaigns (such as “WOW Philippines!”), the Philippine government seems to bet on the millions of Filipino nationals living and working all
around the world, using the nation’s extended migration culture in yet another way to its
advantage. While externally promoting the great adaptability of its nationals to unfamiliar
circumstances on foreign shores (McKay 2004), it at the same time continues to internally
cultivate the national imagination, defining those away from home as an abiding part of the
Philippine state and nation. As such, the Philippine government actively seeks to ingrain a
sense of double attachment among its overseas nationals, or even a dual conception of home,
as precisely the commitment to a successful existence in their overseas residences combined
with an enduring homing desire and feelings of national responsibility are a valuable resource to the country’s troubled economy.
Having illustrated the state’s efforts in promoting and maintaining a sense of belonging
among the overseas Filipinos, the focus now returns to the ways in which some of these
overseas Filipinos use their ties to the origin country to make a living in the adopted country.
In this, they do, logically, not need to (exclusively) target the sojourning inclination of their
compatriots; they may also cater to the natives’ wishes for adventure—which, as we just
saw, forms precisely the market that the Philippine government seeks to reach through its
nationals abroad. The following stories of Dona and Nening will illustrate how immigrant
travel agents may embed themselves, and their enterprises, differently than the cases described previously.

9.4 Dona: moving out of the home
The first two cases discussed in this chapter already hinted at the potential importance of
family in the development of business; the case of travel agent Dona shows even more
clearly the decisive role that childrearing and domestic chores may play in one’s entrepreneurial involvement. Several years ago, this woman made the transition from a home-based
business to an outdoors establishment, a decision which was directly induced by her changed
role within the household. In both our conversations, Dona repeatedly emphasizes that the
care for her children has always been the number one priority for her since she came to the
Netherlands in the late 1980s. In the Philippines, she had had to leave this care to her parents as she herself, left by the father of her children, was forced to work hard to sustain the
entire family—not just herself and her children but also her parents and younger siblings.
Next to a full-time job for an insurance company, she spent her spare free time cooking and
serving meals in her own small eatery. When she developed a relationship with Willem, a
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Dutchman who worked in the Philippines, she thought she had done her share in taking care
of others and it was time to focus on her mother role, especially after she and Willem married and together with her children moved to the Netherlands:
You know, that is my principle: they [parents and siblings] all got help before I was married. Then, I
spent all my money on them. But now I have my own life and my own family. I don’t mind to give
something every now and then, but not so often that they become dependent on it again. So, actually,
when we came here, in the Netherlands, I decided “I am not going to work, I am going to take care of
my kids.” Because you know, my two eldest, I could not raise them myself. My parents, the maids in
our home, the domestic help, they have more done in raising them than I myself. Because of my job
you see. So when I came here, I said: “From now on, I am going to be a real mom and a real housewife.” That was my own choice. (INT7A)

While her husband the first period upon their arrival just took on whatever job that came on
his way, Dona stayed at home with the children. At the same time as she devoted herself to
her regained mother role, she committed herself to getting her way around in the Netherlands. As the family soon expanded with more offspring, this was “quite enough to keep her
busy” at that time. After few years however, her previous independence started bubbling
again—she had never relied on other people’s money before and now learnt she could not
resist to have her “own space” and autonomy. As her husband could not find a job he liked, a
business together with him seemed the best solution to address both their personal ambitions and domestic economic needs. Cautiously, Dona started to explore the possibilities and
prepare herself for a new career as a business owner-operator:
So at first, I was just at home, with the kids. But then I said “I am going to work again, but not for somebody
else. If I am going to work again, it will be for me.” So I followed a course, for starting entrepreneurs. The job
centre had passed that one on to me, you know. And in the meantime, I kept searching: what are my possibilities, what can I do here? So I was busy with all these activities, like with the women’s centre, with sports,
with all sorts of clubs and associations. Actually, that was all preparation for what I could do when my children would be old enough to take care of themselves. (INT7A)

Her own social network formed an important source of information and inspiration. Notably,
this network at that time hardly included any compatriots, as she and her husband had come
to the Netherlands without knowing any other Filipino here and they lived far from the
Filipino concentrations in the west of the country. More importantly, as she explains in our
second meeting, she “somehow has never really been into” developing strong ties with her
fellow countrymen:
I don’t know why, but I do not really like how they behave. I mean, there is so often so much to do
about nothing, really. But they do not really say what they mean you know. I guess I just have a different mentality. I guess I am more direct or so. So I do not really look that much for them to become
my friends. When it goes like that, okay, but it is not that I feel a strong wish to meet with them all
the time or so. (INT7B)

Less than 10 years after her arrival in the Netherlands, Dona registered a business in import/export of sanitary goods. Though the business was officially Dona’s sole proprietorship,
she operated it with her spouse. Drawing on the old business network of her husband, purchase of the merchandise took place primarily within Europe and sales mostly in Asia. As her
husband was the one mostly responsible for the daily operations of this trading business, and
Dona still had time and energy left after her administrative tasks, she soon decided to add a
travel agency to the business. The choice for this additional business line was first and foremost a pragmatic one: it allowed her to more easily and cheaper arrange the rather compli208

cated, worldwide business journeys of her husband. In addition, it seems Dona also felt a need
to fulfill a more personal ambition and desire. Her role in the trading enterprise did not seem
to satisfy what she had expected at the start. Compared to her back office activities for that
business, managing her own business would allow her to make herself known and obtain her
own space in Dutch society, and so add meaning to her existence.
Even though this woman repeatedly claims she does not feel, nor aspire to, a strong
bond with the Filipino community in the Netherlands, it was nonetheless a reasonable choice
for her to start her travel pursuits within her own ethnic context. After all, she did have “this
natural feeling” for her country of origin, personally knew of its beauties, culture, and customs, and, hence, also knew how to “handle the people” she would most likely primarily have
to deal with. Even then, Dona, as one of the few entrepreneurs in the survey, did some
investigation of the market before she actually established her enterprise:
Before I started, I again did all this research. Research, research, and research. Just looking how and
where should I be, who can help me out, things like that. And I also asked the Filipinos that I knew
what they thought of the travel agents here in the Netherlands. So I asked them what they thought of
their services. And they told me that these others, they were so unfriendly and arrogant, you see. You
could not have nice conversations with them, they were not at all helping in a friendly way. So, that
was what I departed from, from the weaknesses of the other agents. And I tried to improve on that.
(INT7A)

Dona’s findings remind us of Thomas, who made similar remarks on Dutch business manners. Apparently, also other Filipinos associate these with an unsociable and likely also a
disinterested attitude, which especially in this line of business seems not appreciated. Dona
seized this perceived shortcoming as an opportunity to distinguish herself from native Dutch
travel agents.
To develop her ethnic network, over the past years, Dona has deliberately engaged
more in the Filipino community by partaking in socio-cultural gatherings. Emphatically
however, she does not want to limit her market to her fellow country(wo)men alone. As she
says, dealing with non-co-ethnics is “in a way much easier,” as the contact is usually more
distant and “they do not expect the same emotional commitment”—precisely hence, the
same reasons that would cause Filipinos’ dislike of the Dutch manners. While Dona describes
herself as already by nature more assertive than her compatriots, she adds that her marriage
with a Dutchman has provided her with the needed extra “cultural capital” (Ghosh and Wang
2003, 277) to also serve locals in the way they would like to be served. She “knows both
sides” and apparently uses this to the advantage of her entrepreneurial career. In order to
make her travel agency more attractive to non-Filipino customers, Dona of late started
negotiations with tour operators in the Philippines as to develop her services beyond the
mere booking of flights. Moreover, she is steadily expanding her range of destinations
outside the Philippines.
Clearly, this woman has over the years slowly but decisively built up her role as a travel
operator. Her travel agency, which was initiated as an activity in support of the first business, has captured an increasingly more prominent role in her existence. Yet, while working
hard to get this far, Dona underscores she has never disregarded her domestic roles. Her
business activities have developed within the self-set, yet shifting, boundaries of her parental responsibilities. She only pursued her personal drive for autonomy when all her children
had grown up to certain age and even then, she, like Nimfa, started her business transactions
from out of the bedroom. Even though this hampered her business performance as “Obviously, a bedroom is not the place where you can receive your clients properly,” she did not
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deliberately look for a location outside the home as long as her children were still at home.
Only when they were old enough to take care of themselves did she feel it appropriate to
increase her own authority, take her office out of the home, and dedicate more of her time
and energy to her self-fulfillment as an independent businesswoman.
Dona shows unconcealed delight and self-satisfaction when she tells me her story. With
emphasis, she explains she and her husband, even though they at times could hardly manage
to sustain the household, never asked for external funding, but purchased the business
equipment one by one according to their own resources,. Starting from scratch, this bicultural couple has managed to incrementally build a business (trade and travel together) sufficiently rewarding to provide for their living. In addition, it provides them the chance to
travel around the world more often than “with an ordinary job”—not just because of the
greater flexibility of being one’s own boss, but also because of the discounted tickets she gets
from her business partners in the tourist industry. Besides, Dona laughingly adds, visits to
the Philippines are now even more rewarding and exciting as these not just bring her back to
her roots, but also serve the business interest. Visiting her native soil is so both an emotional
and practical matter, which, in a sense, unites Dona’s past, present, and future.
The following case, that of Nening, illustrates even better how immigrants may not just
arrange other people’s trips to their own origin country, but may also engage in these trips
themselves—and at the same time may build a future there.

9.5 Nening: building two homes
A personal meeting with Nening is quite hard to arrange as this Filipina travel agent travels
frequently back and forth between the Netherlands and the Philippines and each time stays
abroad for at least a couple of weeks or even months. Then, when I finally know to set up an
encounter with her in her travel office, called Asian Journeys, she still does not have much
time or peace to talk with me, as she has to tell her story in between helping callers and
walk-in visitors.6 Yet meeting after closing time is also not an option for her: beside her more
than full-time engagement in the business, Nening is a mother who wants to spend her
sparse free time with her little girl, especially since there is no father around and she and her
daughter already have to miss each other every so often due to her overseas journeys.
When I ask her how she manages to run an apparently busy business outside the home
and be a mother without a husband nearby to support her, she laughs and initially only says
‘she just does.’ Later on in our meeting, it becomes clear this woman has made possible her
active involvement in the business by organizing a different care arrangement for her
daughter: after-school child care tide over the time until Nening closes office, and during the
times she is abroad, she fosters out her daughter to a good friend in the Netherlands—as is, as
Nening explains, a common Filipino practice (cf. Tacoli 1999). Hence, having found alternative ways to fulfill her mother role, Nening has obtained greater freedom to pursue other
aspirations. In that context she claims she is not like “the typical Filipina woman” Dutchmen
would generally imagine, that is, sitting at home and occupying themselves only with the care
of husband, children, and household. With irritation in her voice, Nening however also asserts
that this public image is too often a true account of reality:
6 Additional information on this particular case comes from a casual conversation and brief email correspondence
with her Dutch business companion Antoon (previously Nening’s life partner), and a more formal and prolonged
meeting with their business counterpart Francis (Nening’s current husband) in the Philippines.

210

You know, everybody here believes that we are only housewives, or domestic helpers, even when we have
managed to build up a career. But then ... The sad thing is … It is true indeed. Many Filipinas here, they
are hardly inclined to work on upgrading themselves. Even though they have good educations, they do
not seem to do anything with it. It seems they are just not interested in that. (INT15)

At the same time as Nening might want to function as a role model to her female compatriots in
the Netherlands by bringing out her story of being a strong and career minded mother, it also
seems that invalidating, or at least counterbalancing, the perceived biased public image of her
fellow countrywomen (which we came across also in the previous chapter) is her inspiration to,
despite her overloaded agenda, cooperate with the research. In fact, both reasons for speaking
with me appear to me as to also inspire her ambition for business success.
As already shows clearly in our fairly short meeting, Nening has a strong inner drive for
self-achievement. Repeatedly, this woman stresses she always strives to be successful, in fact
to be “the best,” in all her undertakings. As she continues to explain, her guiding principles in
life are self-reliance and self-development, which were also the central values in her strict
upbringing—and the values she now seeks to instill in her daughter. It is also these values,
combined with the business mentality she says she inherited from her mother, that underlie
her entrepreneurial ambition.
Yet, while making no secret of her entrepreneurial aspirations, Nening does not seem
inclined to enlarge upon her actual role in the Asian Journeys enterprise. It is from her two
business partners, in the Netherlands and in the Philippines, that I learn more about the
actual business operations and Nening’s prominent share in the company’s advancement.
Both Antoon in the Netherlands and Francis in the Philippines describe Nening as “the one
with the most entrepreneurial mindset of them all,” as usually she would take the initiative
to improve and expand the set of services, decide on the business course, innovate the
company policies, and overall coordinate the business activities. Antoon smilingly adds—
and by that proves Nening’s claim about the existence of certain ethnicized images of her
female compatriots in the Netherlands—that Nening in fact is “a different Filipina woman …
she is more like a Dutch than a Filipina.” With this, he particularly drives at her direct and
straightforward dealing with others, her attachment to a personal career, and her ability to
run business. Whether or not this should be ascribed to her supposedly hybrid identity, it
seems Nening’s ambition has brought the company far. Here follows, in a nutshell, Nening’s
life story—and the story of Asian Journeys.
Coming to the Netherlands in the late 1980s to visit her brother, Nening, then 24 years
old, immediately felt more at home than in Spain, where she before that had lived with her
sister for some years to follow a course in tourism. As she liked better the “much more
multicultural climate here,” Nening decided to stay. While her temporary stay in Spain had
actually been enforced upon her by her parents, Nening admits she learnt a lot from the
experience. It fueled her self-confidence and fanned her desire for an adventurous and
independent life. Soon upon her arrival in the Netherlands, she found a job at a travel agency.
Not long after she got romantically involved with Dutchman Antoon, the couple organized a
pen pal club, “just for fun.” However, when their Dutch male clients started asking more and
more often whether they could also arrange flights for them to the Philippines so they could
actually meet with the women they were corresponding with, Nening did not think long and
decided to set up a travel business. “After all,” Nening explicates, “we already had a small
market of customers.” Nening’s personal labor experience in the field further encouraged
her in this decision. She quit her paid job and in the first years managed the business mostly
by herself, at that time from out of her own home. Quite soon, business became too busy for
her to handle by herself, thus also Antoon quit his job as a teacher and became Nening’s full-
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time business partner. The evening classes that both followed to develop their expertise
helped them to steadily professionalize their services, and all along their agency became
better known and acquired a more solid position within the market, first within the Filipino
immigrant community and increasingly also beyond.
A few years after the business inception, a counter office was opened in Manila—
registered in name of Nening—in order to be able to provide personal services also overseas.
Francis became the one in charge of the overseas branch; Nening had met this man when she
inquired for tourist hotspots at the Philippine Department of Environment and Natural
Resources where he worked. By that time, she and Antoon had already ended their intimate
relationship, yet decided to continue their business partnership. During that one particular
overseas business trip, Nening and Francis fell in love and married, and, with an eye both on
business performance and on a shared future in the Philippines, decided that Francis would
become the “home country counterpart” of Asian Journeys in the Netherlands.
Not so long after the opening of the establishment in Manila, Nening helped her sister in
Germany put up another branch of the Asian Journeys company, meant to increase the European
customer market beyond the Netherlands. Some time later, the company website claims:
Less than two years after the office in Germany opens the door for you travel needs, we have
proven that not we are not just focus [sic] on one thing; we also serve clients from Belgium and
Spain. Stretching the wings of our mission and vision is one way of expressing our deepest gratitude not only to fellow Filipinos in Europe but also to other people of different race.

When I in mid-2003 meet Francis in person in Asian Journeys’ Manila-based office, he
contends that so far the company still mostly serves the homebound travels of compatriots
from the Netherlands. Nonetheless, the Manila unit would slowly but surely acquiring a
more independent role as it increasingly also organizes flights in the opposite direction, viz.
from the Philippines to Europe, mostly of relatives or friends of migrants. With pride, Francis
says to me: “We unite them here but also there, in your country” (HCM15B).
Apart from shuttling Filipinos between “here and there,” Asian Journeys’ clientele has
clearly expanded into the general tourist market, more so than the other Filipino travel
agencies discussed. Beside the core business of arranging intercontinental flights, over the
years, the agency has gradually added more specialized facilities that are primarily of interest
to the “ordinary traveler.” Concentrating on journeys to the Southeast Asian region, and the
Philippines in particular, the firm “personalizes travel arrangements,” as it maps out routes
both internationally and domestically and by air, boat and over land, organizes sightseeing
tours from day excursions up to complete round trips in the Philippines, books hotels and
resorts and reserves rented cars, and offers travel insurance. Linking up with the digital
revolution, it has also made possible the online purchase of tickets and hotel reservations.
But this company is more than a travel agent or tour operator alone. Besides physically
reuniting Filipino customers, it also materially connects those separated by the miles as it
offers a remittances transfer service. Furthermore, it operates as a migration broker, servicing aspiring migrants in the Philippines. It does so in an indirect way by offering discounted
round trips to the male subscribers of a Dutch marriage agency and so assisting them in their
search for a Filipina partner whom, most likely, will resettle in the Netherlands. In a direct
way it does so by operating an au pair agency on the side. In both ways, the Asian Journeys
company contributes, in a modest way, to the growth of the Filipino community in the
Netherlands—and in doing so builds, foreseen or unanticipated, the own potential market of
(homebound) tourists.
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In all, Asian Journeys displays several features that strongly indicate that this company is
more professionalized and commercially oriented than the other three Filipino travel agencies discussed. Its greater, and continuously expanding, offer of “diasporic services” (Leung
2005, 204), its membership of various branch organizations in both the Netherlands and the
Philippines, the several foreign branches that are each staffed with full-time (and bilingual)
employees, the national and transnational inter-firm linkages that stretch beyond the travel
industry, and the accordingly more complex and wider business network, all are part of Asian
Journeys’ air travel mission as formulated on its company website: to be “the best and most
successful company in the Travel Industry” and “become the market leader.”
As noted, according to her business partners, Nening is the driving force behind this
strategic objective setting. Interestingly, Nening’s allegedly innovative spirit and achievement
drive does not concern the travel company alone. Most recently, she has turned her attention
to a new activity, one which she exclusively shares with her current life partner Francis—who
was the one to inform me about this. As he tells me in our personal meeting, he and Nening
had just started to build a resort on Nening’s property in her former hometown and were
making efforts to acquire some more land to develop for recreational use. Apart from their
share in the travel business, this project was specifically meant to become their joint future
source of livelihood, when Nening and her daughter would have resettled in the Philippines.
Of course, Francis laughingly explicates, Asian Journey would be a convenient channel to
promote the place among foreign tourists: “If we can send them to other places, why not send
them to our own place, right!” Next to this personal income generating project, Francis
elaborates, he and his wife were also considering “a more comprehensive community program,” intended to benefit the entire barangay (Tagalog for “neighborhood” or “small village”). Again, the basis of this program is tourism: by stimulating and developing the touristic
appeal of the place, the local economy would revive and “all people would profit.” Official
recognition by the Philippine Department of Tourism, the introduction of a so-called “Fishtival” during the annual fiestas of the fishing village, and collection of aid to improve local
health care and education are all part of their plans to make life better in their future hometown. Obviously, Nening is working hard—not just to sustain her current home in the Netherlands but also to build a new home “back home” in the Philippines.

9.6 The meanings of being a travel agent
The foregoing accounts of four Filipino business operators in the Netherlands described
their pathways towards becoming a travel agent and mapped out their operational strategies. This section compares their stories in order to move beyond a mere descriptive reiteration of individual narratives and to improve our understanding of how entrepreneurial
aspiration levels are framed. It first briefly recaptures and analyzes the travel agents’ main
business motivations and objective settings in business. Subsequently, it seeks to explain the
observed differences in the role these immigrants have ascribed to their entrepreneurial
activities in their daily lives.
Whether they operated their travel business as a sideline or as a full-time occupation,
each of the Filipino immigrants convincingly expressed great enthusiasm about their turn
towards self-employment, and more specifically about their decision to become a travel
agent. Only for Dona did the step into business appear to include a clear push element: the
decision to start a trading enterprise was partially motivated by the disappointing experiences of her spouse on the job market, while the subsequent establishment of a travel
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agency was partially inspired by her own dissatisfaction with her role in that trading enterprise. Yet, apart from this, the factors of decision that played role for the travel agents were
predominantly located on the pull-side of the decision making model. These factors largely
revolved around what are generally seen as the attractions of entrepreneurship, such as the
independence, freedom, and flexibility that being one’s own boss offers. A travel agency
however turned out to accommodate these attractions in particular ways.
Pondering about their entrepreneurial engagement and what this meant to them, the
travel agents spoke about home as much as about adventure, and rather than as some kind
of dichotomy—with home metaphoric for a safe and solid haven, and adventure for an
unknown or undecided journey—they seemed to consider these as the two sides of the same
coin. As they saw it, their enterprises were about home making and having adventure at the
same time. Of all businesses, a travel agency best satisfied, in more than one way, the adventurous spirits that each of these immigrants repeatedly claimed to have, and which they
themselves sometimes tellingly equated with an entrepreneurial mindset. First, adventure
was found in “being one’s own boss,” and taking charge of one’s own life and success.
Second, adventure was found in the journeys they offered to and organized for others—
while, fascinatingly, these journeys were often also about home. Hence, not just for themselves, but also for many of their customers, a travel agency stands for adventure and home;
the product these immigrant entrepreneurs sell is either adventure or a homing desire, or
both at the same time. Being in the position to offer others the opportunity to meet their
desire for adventure and/or sense of home longing was one of the drives to become a travel
agent—as they themselves related to these desires and senses. Third, and closely related to
that, adventure was found in the travel opportunities that this type of business gave them
personally. Even though all four agents stressed they felt at home in the Netherlands and
“loved life here,” their travel agency provided them the freedom and flexibility from being
anchored in the adopted society; it offered them the chance to travel around the world, and,
more specifically and relevantly within the context of home making, to visit and stay close to
the country of birth. Noteworthy, these travel opportunities were both mentally, i.e. when
arranging the trips “back home” for their clients, and physically, i.e. when on a business/holiday trip themselves—the latter in practical sense made closer at hand by the
discounted tickets provided by their business partners.
Taken together their main drives and reasons to embark on a travel agency, we could
say this decision was born out of a strong transnational consciousness (Ghosh and Wang
2003; Vertovec 1999), a desire to be “here and there” simultaneously. These entrepreneurs
were strongly motivated by the opportunity owning and operating a travel agency gave them
to integrate their home making and adventure desires in one venture, as well as, in close
connection, by the freedom and flexibility this pursuit gave them to live a dual (Portes,
Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999) or “transnational life” (Smith 2002). I will return to this claim
in section 9.7; now I will pay some more attention to the differences in the objectives they
had in business and the different role or position they, despite their fundamentally similar
motivations, ascribed to their ventures in their daily lives in the Netherlands.

Same business, different roles
For Nimfa, aside from targeting self-fulfillment and personal development, serving her close
friends and relatives was the direct reason to start her business and since then has remained
her most important goal. In that sense, her aspirations as a business woman were in fact
fulfilled, also in view of her other roles in life, those of a mother and part-time nurse. Accordingly, Nimfa did not show a determined wish to grow the business beyond the sideline-level
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nor beyond the captive market of her own social network. For her, business was good as it
was; therefore, she kept the business itself, as well as her customer network, close to, and in
fact also literally in, her home.
What was natural for Nimfa, seemed a more deliberate business strategy for Thomas
and his wife; this couple consciously marketed “a sense of brother- and sisterhood” (Leung
2005, 214) among their fellow country(wo)men as they provided personalized, almost
familial services by receiving clients in the own living room. As Thomas explained, not only
had the business provided them fame and prestige but also a large group of friends within
the ethnic community, which had come to form a loyal and stable customer market to their
enterprise. Moreover, the business as it was provided the household with a “comfortable”
level of revenues. In this case too, despite the perceived possibility, “growing much bigger”
was beyond the objectives of the business owner-operators as this would deprive them of
their highly valued flexible lifestyle. Thomas and his wife therefore deliberately confined
their business activities to the capabilities available within the own family, including the
developing capabilities of their son.
Nimfa and Thomas were more focused on serving the own ethnic group than Dona and
Nening. Accordingly, in these latter two accounts, the wish to answer the desire of their coethnics to “go home” every now and then was less central. Even though also for them the
Philippines was the prime destination country to sell to their customers, they deliberately
targeted a more heterogeneous clientele and offered, or aimed to offer, a greater set of
services that did not specifically appeal to their compatriots. Still, also Dona and Nening
operated quite different businesses and differed strongly from one another in the role they
assigned to their entrepreneurial activities and identities in their everyday lives. For Dona,
her family conditions played a decisive role in the development of her entrepreneurial
career. Her role as an entrepreneur assumed a greater place in her life after the growing up
of her children; now that her children had left the house, she steadily but surely built her
identity as an independent business woman. Over the years, Dona moved, literally and
figuratively, from a back office location into the public space, and what started as a sideline
activity grew into her main occupation, which, together with her spouse’s trading activities,
provided for the household’s sustenance.
Unlike Dona, Nening’s life seemed to have “always” predominantly evolved around her
business. Driven by a strong and explicit ambition to become the “market leader” in the
Asian/Philippines-oriented tourist industry, she probably was the most innovative and
proactive entrepreneur of the four discussed in this chapter. Ever since the business’ inception, she vigorously pursued diversification of her offer of services and expansion of her
business; strategic business objectives took always in a more prominent position in the way
she ran her company. Importantly though, also for her, her business engagement, while
providing her with her main income, did not seem to target the “highest profit” but to further
her personal objectives, particularly prestige within “society at large” (emphatically, hence,
not just at status within the own ethnic community as seemed at stake for Thomas), and
testing and developing her personal capabilities. As noted in chapter 6, in the end, strategic
(“business-minded”) objectives likely always serve some kind of personal objective.
The differences among the four travel agents are clear: both in an economic and in a psychological sense, the role of their enterprise in their daily lives ranged between being a sideline
activity and “one’s life.” While financial needs were an explanatory factor, the stories of the
travel agents drew most attention to their social lives as well as their individual aspirations
as influencing the paths of their entrepreneurial careers. These immigrants’ different social
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re-embedding in the Netherlands informed and framed their entrepreneurial identities in
specific ways. At the same time, their personal ambitions and desires on how to give meaning to their existence were dynamically shaped amidst and negotiated according to their
other, shifting, roles in life. While, obviously, both elements overlap and interact and so in
tandem produce a certain entrepreneurial outcome, below I will elaborate on them separately in order to better illuminate the basis of these immigrant entrepreneurs’ objective setting
and draw some analytical conclusions.

Framing the entrepreneurial identity
In fairly outspoken way, each of the four empirical cases displayed how the nature of one’s
social networks (broad social embeddedness) influences one’s entrepreneurial activities.
This is not to suggest that for each entrepreneur their associational realm overlapped with
the business realm. Yet their social identity—the group(s) they felt to be part of—strongly
molded their entrepreneurial identity and thus informed how they operated business. This
was shown in roughly two seemingly contrasting ways. Nimfa and Thomas, on the one hand,
were privately deeply embedded in the own ethnic community in the Netherlands. Their
social networks were rather bounded, based on their Filipino background. Upon their arrival
in the Netherlands, both entrepreneurs were drawn into a support system of compatriots.
Nimfa in particular migrated and resettled largely within the confines of her own family; her
membership of one of the biggest Filipino clans in the Netherlands formed an obvious source
of pride to her and functioned as an important frame of reference and network of mutual
support. But also for Thomas, the Filipino community in the Netherlands formed an important structure of identification and recognition. Also he was received by his own relatives
and from there on could easily access the own ethnic group, enabling him to retain and
express his Filipino identity.
These immigrants’ ethnic affiliation was also strongly reflected in their entrepreneurial
pursuits. Their businesses were primarily based on and served the ties of solidarity between
compatriots—albeit in the case of Nimfa, whose activities targeted her own network of clan
members, these ties were quite focused, and in case of Thomas, whose activities aimed for
the Filipino community in general, they were more diffused. These entrepreneurs specifically aimed to serve the particular needs of a particular group of people, and they did so in a
supposedly particular way: feeling for and feeling the same as their targeted customers, they
offered “more social and affectionate services” and blended more their social and business
relations than native travel agents would do. As they themselves literally claimed, their ways
of operating business were an expression of their Filipino identity. Thus, both in their social
realm and in their capacity as business operators, these entrepreneurs largely drew on their
Filipino-ness. More specifically, it was being a Filipino/a away from the country of birth, thus
ethnicity combined with immigrant status, that marked not just their social bonds but also
their entrepreneurial pursuits—the sharing of sentiments such as belief in a common origin,
history, and culture, belonging to the native soil, and yearning for remote friends and relatives formed the key part in their entrepreneurial drives and identities.
The other two entrepreneurs, Dona and Nening, showed experiences and perceptions
that rather sharply contrasted with those of these “ethnic entrepreneurs.” For these women,
their Filipino identity as well as their immigrant status seemed to play a less prominent role
in both their private and business realm. Compared to their co-ethnic oriented competitors,
Dona’s and Nimfa’s contexts of reception in the Netherlands were considerably less predominantly Filipino. Except for one brother, neither one of the women knew any Filipino in the
country when they first came here, and neither one of them engaged and lived together with a
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Filipino partner (as did the other two travel agents). Also in their subsequent broader social
re-embedding, these women joined less exclusively with the own ethnic group. Due to, for one
of them, external obstacles (spatial isolation) and for both because of personal preferences,
they re-rooted in the Netherlands differently than Nimfa and Thomas. Rather than being
predominantly focused on being in the company of compatriots, Dona and Nening socialized
with Dutchmen and so seem to have developed a more heterogeneous group of friends.
Along with their (allegedly) broader social orientation, also their entrepreneurial pursuits were less strongly oriented towards the Filipino group. Notwithstanding that also
Nening and Dona still felt—and displayed—attachment and belonging to their country of
birth, their ethnic background and migration history seeped through less obviously in how
they operated their business. Compared to the other two travel agents, these women alluded
less to a sense of home longing or nostalgia, and less cultivated their Filipino identity in the
business pursuits. Instead, their business operations displayed stronger signs of hybridization, or mixture with the majority culture of the adopted society. Offering a broader set of
tourist services and operating in the public space (with Nening having Dutch-speaking
employees), their clientele was convincingly more diversely composed. Moreover, these
women seemed to identify more with western norms and values than the two other travel
agents—at least, in their capacity as business operators. When dealing with Dutch customers,
they would know how to follow a “more Dutch style” of doing business, which they explained
as a more efficient settlement of the transactions and less “ceremony” than usual with their
compatriots. Likely, it was their more diverse social re-embedding, both in narrow and in
broader sense, that provided them with the cultural insightfulness to reach out to and relate
with native customers as well. Thus, both women purposefully used their insider knowledge
of their country of origin and Filipino culture, as well as, when convenient, the business
manners of their country of settlement to serve clients with specific identities and demands.
As such, they demonstrated the ability to switch positions between their hyphenated identities according to the demands of the context (cf. Ghosh and Wang 2003, 276 – 77).
This “doing business from two cultures” is not a new or surprising finding in the study
of immigrant entrepreneurship (see for instance Essers 2008; Essers and Benschop 2007;
Leung 2004; Raghuram and Hardill 1998)—what is interesting here is that both “types” of
entrepreneurs, i.e. the “ethnic” entrepreneurs and the “hyphenated” entrepreneurs, themselves explained their entrepreneurial identity, expressed especially in their ways of treating
customers, in reference to their social ethnic identity (and all seemed to believe this positively distinguished them from their competitors). In this, their perceptions supported one
another: both linked a “social way of doing” to a Filipino trait, and a more distant and pragmatic approach to Dutch mannerisms. Such reflects another perception on doing business
than found in the literature, where ways of operating are brought in connection with the
entrepreneurs’ gender, with women being “more social entrepreneurs” and men “more
business minded entrepreneurs“ (see for instance McClelland et al. 2005; McKay 2001;
Mirchandani 1999; Still and Timms 2000a). For these immigrant entrepreneurs, their framework of reference was hence their ethnicity, irrespective whether this referred to a “more
homogeneous” or essentialized Filipino identity, or to some kind of dual identity that flexibly
drew both on the inborn Filipino identity and an assumed, allegedly, Dutch identity.

Life stage and personal aspirations
While groups and group processes (or the broad social embeddedness of the entrepreneur)
influence one’s individual business identity and activity, this chapter elucidated how also the
intimate and more bounded relations maintained on the household level (one’s narrow
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social embeddedness) affect one’s entrepreneurial engagement and the role of this pursuit in
everyday life. Especially on the level of the household, the boundaries between home, business, community, or other involvements are negotiated and balanced. The stories of the
travel agents showed how the extent to which the business dominated their lives altered in
accordance with the maturing of their household. This showed not only in the development
of their entrepreneurial engagement from the past to the present, but also in how the entrepreneurs intended to continue their business career in the future. We saw the same among
the female traders who postponed their wish for an outside store until their children had
reached a certain age. These observations call attention to the importance of the entrepreneurs’ “stage in life-cycle” (Still and Timms 2000a), or “life course path” (Tacoli 1996, 1999)
in determining the different balances between productive and reproductive activities, and,
as part of that, the importance assigned to the entrepreneurial pursuit. In certain periods,
business owner-operators may be more concerned with their families; in other life stages,
they may be able, and willing, to put more time into the business. Notably, only rather
recently is there growing awareness of these different relations between work and family
during the span of a person’s life; even then, this awareness seems penetrated, or seems to
be considered relevant, only in studies of female entrepreneurship (see for instance Mirchandani 1999; Still and Timms 2000a)
This chapter established how consideration of the life course path may also be fruitful
to better understand male business activities. Realizing that it was just one man, Thomas,
who gave rise to this claim, reasonably, “It is the quality of the insight that is important,
rather than the number of respondents that share it” (Wainwright 1997, in Dormans 2008,
52). The way this man ran business was rather strongly infused by the development of his
family life, in the past, the present, and as foreseen for the future. Crucial decisions on the
division between, and the respective importance of, reproductive and productive roles were
inspired by age, marital status, and the presence of children within the household. In brief,
also this man developed his entrepreneurial identity and activity according to the stages in
his life cycle; consideration of his narrow social embeddedness was necessary to understand
the walk of his entrepreneurial career. Agreeing with Orhan and Scott (2001), the family
context is applicable to women and men alike. Especially on the level of the household,
relationships and role divisions between men and women are most directly and fundamentally framed and negotiated; therefore, a gender sensitive approach is not just useful for
understanding women’s (entrepreneurial) behavior, but also for understanding such of men.
As logical as such sounds, as overlooked it often is in studies on (immigrant) entrepreneurship; gender still seems often “ghettoized” as applicable only to women (Parreñas 2001, 30).
But not only women, also men are gendered; or as Ahl phrases it: both women and men
“accomplish gender” (2006, 597).
Thus, domestic responsibilities are not unchanging but over time develop and affect the
role of work/business within the household; and all the while, they are under negotiation by
family members who each have their own personal ambitions and ideas on what makes life
worthwhile. In chapter 7, I already briefly referred to the typology of Goffee and Scase (1985,
in Mirchandani 1999) which classified female business owner-operators according to their
attachment to entrepreneurial ideals versus acceptance of conventional gender roles. Though
this typology can be criticized for the neglect of possible changes in women’s orientation
towards business over time, as well as for its implicit masculine norm on entrepreneurship
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(Essers 2008; Mirchandani 1999)7, it does give an idea of how women may be oriented more
towards entrepreneurship or to the domestic chores (as just two of the realms of life in
which they can be active). Such a different orientation showed clearly in the small sample
used for this chapter: of the four travel agents, both Nimfa and Dona lived up rather strongly
to traditional notions about gender roles, adapting, or in fact subordinating, their entrepreneurial careers to their caring role in the household. Nening, maintaining a different-thanconventional care arrangement for her daughter, seemed driven first and foremost by
entrepreneurial ideals. Thomas in turn showed how men may not have such a strong or
exclusive entrepreneurial (or supposedly “male”) orientation as is usually assumed, as he,
rather than to entrepreneurial ideals alone, also attached value—and sometimes even
attached more value—to what is often considered “women’s work,” i.e. the domestic chores
and caring role.
One’s aspirations in business, notably of women and men alike, will thus always be
somewhere between work and family commitments, with sometimes the balance more to
the first and sometimes more to the latter—depending on one’s individual aspirations and
how one negotiates these. Again, this points to the need to include gender, as the result of
social interaction (Ahl 2006), also in the explanation of men’s business engagement. Yet the
main point to stress here is that people, even when in rather similar phases of life (as for
instance that of parenthood), may arrange family and work commitments in different ways.
While women are not a homogeneous group, neither are mothers (nor any other subcategory). Similarly: men are not a homogenous group, and neither are fathers (nor any other
subcategory).
To conclude: as shown by the four cases, next to, or in fact over and beyond, one’s personal aspirations, the social structures in which entrepreneurs operate—the own household,
family, networks of friends and associates, membership in organizations, immigrant community, and “society at large”—help to form values, perceptual frameworks, and expectations
(Greenbank 2001). Different social contexts comprise not only distinctive opportunities for
action, they also comprise different frameworks of individual identification. Acts and identities are closely interwoven; in fact, each is manifested through the other: identities influence
acts, acts create identities, and over time both identities and acts change (Ghosh and Wang
2003, 279). Obviously, this by itself is nothing particular for travel agents, nor for entrepreneurs or anyone else for that matter. Still, as the following section will reason, there is something particular about this when travel agents are concerned. This particularity revolves
around the transnationality of their acts and identities.

9.7 The transnationality of being a travel agent
The transnationality in arranging international travels is beyond dispute—at least, when
these travels target the origin country of the immigrant travel operators. With the consumer
market located in the adopted country, and the product to offer in the origin country (in a
manner of speaking, the product is the origin country), transnational ties are intrinsic to this
type of immigrant business activity. Since the start up of this type of enterprise does not
require much financial and/or human capital, and immigrants can access cultural capital
7 This is not a singular case; in conceptualizations or typologies of women’s entrepreneurial behavior, the
male norm prevails more often. Consider for instance also the model of Chaganti (1986, in Mirchandani 1999),
which distinguishes between “the feminine entrepreneur” and “the successful entrepreneur”—the very
terminology used speaks for itself.
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that natives lack, it is a comparatively accessible segment of the market. Besides, even when
the tourist branch as a whole may suffer, e.g., from disruption in the aftermath of the September 11 2001 tragedy, the SARS scare in 2003/04, and, specific for the Philippines, a
continuous troubled peace and order situation, there is always the rather stable market of
compatriots longing to “go home” no matter what. Immigrants’ transnational business
activities may be sometimes presented as some kind of novel phenomenon (Itzigsohn et al.
1999; Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2001; Wenhong and Wellman 2007), yet because of the
above features, the travel branch is in fact one of the business venues traditionally open to
immigrants (Leung, 2004; Waldinger, Aldrich, and Ward 1990b). The increasingly cheaper
international transport and communication, as well as the increased interest of sending
governments to stimulate tourism and in particular the homebound travels of their overseas
nationals, are additional incentives to engage in the business. As such, global processes and
national institutional, economic, and social conditions work together to make a travel business a favorable option for immigrants to embed themselves in transnational space.
Immigrant travel operators are thus transnational actors par excellence, working to
create and maintain community ties and identities across space. Commodifying these ties is
their business. But it is not only their commercial undertaking that makes them transnational actors, and that accounts for the travel agents’ transnational identity. Their transnationality is in fact in two distinct, yet overlapping, realms: the business realm and the private realm.
Put differently, both in their professional life and in their personal/family life, travel agents
through their business sustain, create, show, and live out transnationality, i.e. transnational
acts and identities. These transnational acts and identities, while flexible and carrying a
connotation of ‘placelessness,’ are “also at the same time grounded in particular places at
particular times” (Yeoh, Willis, and Fakhri 2003, 212).
Thus, place continues to play a role in constructing transnational identities and acts. For
travel agents, place even plays a pivotal role in this, as it is places that they sell. More precisely: to those away from home, they sell “home” as the place to go back to (every now and
then) and stay close to. Travel agents working in the co-ethnic market help compatriots go
home, or probably even maintain dual homes, one in the origin country and one in the
settlement country. At the same time, they also sell journeys, which is associated more with
placelesness, or ungroundedness. Hence, travel agents sell both placeboundedness as well as
placelessness—recall in this respect the earlier discussion of how the travel agents’ stories
strongly looped around home and adventure; the analogy between the two sets of notions is
not hard to infer. Yet the main point to make here is: it is not to their (co-ethnic) customers
alone that travel agents offer the safety of a familiar place (home), or the excitement of the
journey (adventure), or both at the same time; while facilitating such seemingly contradictory but nonetheless sometimes coinciding experiences for others, their business facilitated
such for themselves as well.
Apart from the adventure of operating a business, in general, each of the interviewed
travel agents emphasized their own sense for adventure, love of travel, and eagerness to see
more of the world as drives behind their entrepreneurial pursuits. As travel agents and
travelers, they seemed to consider themselves as cosmopolitans, for whom national borders
do not exist: they could go “just wherever.”
At the same time, and this is where the argument on these immigrants’ supposedly
“particular transnationality” starts, each of them expressed an enduring sense of belonging
to their country of birth—despite their comfortable lives in the Netherlands and despite
feeling and being at home here too. Like many of their customers, and like many Filipinos I
spoke with, also the travel agents revealed a strong personal transnational consciousness
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and desire to live a typical immigrant life, or what could be called a “transnational life”: a life
in which the social world is “stretched between, or dually located in, physical places and
communities” (Vertovec 2001, 578) in the society of origin and that of settlement. Yet,
whereas for “the ordinary immigrant” this desire to live a transnational life does not always
convert into the corresponding transnational acts, for the travel agents, it did, or at least: it
was close(r) at hand. Their business pursuits enlarged their choice and freedom of personal
movement between the sending and the receiving country. While for immigrants in general,
resettlement in a new country may constitute a field of ambivalent choices and sentiments
(decisions where to invest, fragmented feelings on where one belongs to, insecurities where
to build a future), for the travel agents, it seemed life ‘here’ and ‘there’ were complementary,
with both contexts providing them the fitting material and symbolic resources. Even though
the travel agents did ponder whether they would “for ever” stay in the Netherlands or would
“in the end” return to the Philippines, this decision seemed not a real concern to them. For
these immigrants, the fantasy of return seemed less of a fantasy than it is for most of their
compatriots. Thanks to their ownership of a travel agency, it was more of an option, which
they, at least in their own perception, could fulfill “whenever”—as Thomas eloquently said.
As such, the dual homes (or perhaps better to say: the homes in the two societies of attachment) that these travel agents were building for themselves seemed more fluid, yet more
anchored at the same time, than that of their clients.
In conclusion, through their networks and activities, travel agents were able to develop
“a social personhood that encompasses boundaries and territorialized differences” (Rouse
1995, in Salih 2001, 668) and, closely related to that, to be at home both in the Netherlands
and in the Philippines. It is in the greater possibilities for flexibility in acting and identifying
across the borders of the country of settlement—“being wherever whenever”—that encloses
and demonstrates the particular transnationality of being a travel agent.

9.8 Conclusion
As in the past decades traveling across large distances has become much easier and cheaper,
home seems to have become a fluid concept for those who have left their country of birth
and resettled elsewhere. As repeated expressions from my informants suggest, home can be
in different places at the same time. While having built a home, and feeling at home, in the
Netherlands, many Filipino immigrants also said the Philippines still meant, and would
always mean, home to them too. As said one of them: “My home is here in the Netherlands,
but it is also there, in the Philippines. It just is both.” Such dual conception of home offers
unique economic opportunities—for migrant sending governments, who heartily welcome
the home comers (balikbayans in the Philippine context) and the spending power they bring
with them, but also for immigrants, who may find a business niche in the homing desire of
their migrated compatriots. In a sense, we saw similar phenomenon among the traders
(chapter 7), who also based their enterprises on the emotion of home longing. Whereas
these traders offered “a taste of home away from home” by bringing in some of the old home
into the new one, travel agents work in the opposite direction as they bring back people
from the new to the old home.
Home and the homing desire were thus central themes in this chapter. In addition to
showing how immigrant entrepreneurs play into the home feelings of their compatriots, the
emphasis was on how these transnational enterprises play role in their personal home
feeling and making—and how their home plays role in their entrepreneurial engagement. As
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Leung claims: “Although meanings and feelings of ‘home’ have been central topics in transnationalism research explored by cultural geographers, anthropologists and scholars in
cultural studies, connections between this realm of literature and that on immigrant entrepreneurship are still to be made” (2005, 220). This chapter was a modest attempt to fill this
gap, showing how for immigrants promoting the beauties and wonders of their ancestral
home among a general public and arranging the homebound journeys of fellow countrymen
may be not only a source of livelihood, personal satisfaction, and pride, and so be part of
their home making in the adopted country, but also a means to “stay at home” in the old
country. Listening to four Filipino travel agents, their entrepreneurial pursuits seemed to
provide them the ultimate means to live a transnational life, preserve multiple alliances, and
build an (at least) a dual existence. As such, their businesses helped them to maintain dual
homes in transnational space, in an imagined as well as very real sense.
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10.
DrDr agents: cultivating and expanding transnational space
Nothing comes between you and your dream. Not the hardships that come with working in a foreign land. Nor the loneliness of being far away from home. No matter what the distance, Express
Padala helps you keep your promises. Our reliable remittance service reaches your loved ones fast
and efficiently so you’re never really far away. (Advertisement of Express Padala in Munting
Nayon)

As shown by this advertisement from Express Padala, a Philippine money transfer business
(Padala is Tagalog for “shipment”), enduring belonging to the native soil, continuing responsibility, and care for the ones left behind are turned into “diasporic merchandise” (Leung
2004, 108). Quite directly, Express Padala alludes to a sense of duty among those away from
the country or origin to maintain and reinforce their identity and solidarity with their roots.
After having elaborated on Filipino entrepreneurs that help to maintain the ties with the
roots alive by selling ethnic and cultural goods in the country of settlement (chapter 7), or by
arranging homeward travels for their migrated compatriots (chapter 9), this chapter examines another line of business that first and foremost thrives upon the Filipinos’ strong
inclination to stay close to the origin country, especially to family and friends left behind: the
freight forwarding industry, or, in the Philippine context tellingly labeled, the balikbayan
(home comers) box business.
The infinite flow of money and gifts that Filipino migrants from anywhere around the
globe conscientiously send “back home” are undoubtedly one of the most manifest expressions of cultural values such as pakikisama and utang na loob, which refer to the strong
Filipino sense of collectivism and mutual obligations within the extended family (see,
amongst many others, Butalid-Echaves 1999; Garcia-Dungo 2003; Mulder 1997; Parreñas
2001; Tyner 2002; Tacoli 1996, 1999). Amongst all migrant sending nations, the Philippines
occupies a prominent position for the magnitude of homebound transactions annually
undertaken by its globally dispersed compatriots (World Bank 2006). Though some consider
these transactions a material compensation for family affection and so an undermining of
the traditional emotional family bonds (Garcia-Dungo 2003; IOM 2005; Opiniano 2004b;
Parreñas 2001), the migrants’ monetary and non-monetary remittances do represent the
social ties of solidarity, reciprocity, and obligation that connect them to their kin and friends
across state-controlled national borders.
These enduring ties to the origin country form a lucrative business opportunity. Especially since in the last decades international transport and communication have become
cheaper and easier, an extensive industry has emerged in facilitating, maintaining, and
strengthening the long-distance linkages between the movers and the stayers. Next to money
transfer services, freight forwarding companies bring back the migrants’ gifts, pasalubongs in
Tagalog, usually western items glorified in the Philippines for their flavor of success and
status (see textbox 10.1).
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Textbox 10.1 “A Dose Of My Own... - The thoughts behind sending a balikbayan box.
On the internet, I came across the remarks of an overseas Filipino student on the backdrops of the
balikbayan industry (www.medskul.com/rgarcia/adose104.shtml). The fragment below describes well
the, sometimes ambivalent, sentiments that I repeatedly encountered also among my informants when
asked how they felt about sending balikbayan boxes:
“[T]he thought behind sending a balikbayan box is simple—you have the privilege of working and
living in the U.S., you are supposed to send something back home. And since most of us who are in
the U.S. came from lower to middle-class families in the Philippines, somehow the practice becomes
obligatory for several reasons, true or not. Reason 1: we send things that we know they can actually
use or consume, food, clothes, little electronic stuff. Reason 2: we send stuff because supposedly we
have a better life than they have, emphasis on supposedly. Reason 3: we send so they can brag about
it, that it came from their sons or daughters in the U.S. Reason 4: we send because there are things
that we don't need that they might, like clothes that no longer fit, or timeless magazines like
National Geographic. Reason 5: we send things because we are thoughtful. We feel good about
doing it. It doesn't matter if we send a bag of disposable shavers or a brand-new laptop, our relatives appreciate it. And reason 6: we send because we want them to own a piece that says "Made in
the USA". We just couldn't run away from our colonial past, could we?”

Summoning to “Make your loved ones happy, give them ‘Made in USA goods’,” one of the
bigger Filipino-owned companies in the United States—Atlasshippers—undeniably hints at
the moral obligation to share the fortunes of life abroad with the allegedly less fortunate
ones left behind. Ranging from large, global carriers to micro companies operating bilaterally, these services are known to the consumers as “door-to-door services” (hereupon referred
to as DrDr services) as they (usually) pick up the packages from the sender’s home and
deliver them right to the beneficiary’s doorstep in the Philippines.
This chapter characterizes these DrDr services as a typical Filipino immigrant business,
springing from and commercially exploiting Philippine-specific state policies to retain the
loyalty of the overseas nationals. In addition, these businesses are embedded in culturally
defined normative expectations on the emigrants’ lasting responsibilities towards their kin.
This chapter will show how this basically simple business pursuit originates from and thrives
upon primordial interpersonal relationships, yet may actively work to maintain and expand
these relations into a dense web of cross-border ties that overstep the narrow kinship systems
that migration usually engenders. Key source of empirical information are my personal interviews with nine Filipino DrDr agents in the Netherlands, added with several visits (in two
cases lasting several days) to their “home country counterparts” in the Philippines.
This chapter is organized in the following manner: the first section describes the prevailing perception among the entrepreneurs of their DrDr service as “an easy business” as
well as “hardly business.” This latter perception ensues from the fact that the entrepreneurs
generally would pursue a social and unselfish rather than a selfish, economic mission with
their firm. Section 10.2 elaborates on these social missions, showing how DrDr businesses
serve and develop both the bonding and bridging linkages (Putnam 2000) between the
country of settlement and origin. This section in addition makes more understandable the
high value attached within the Filipino immigrant community on being a social entrepreneur. The chapter continues with the remarkable observation, in section 10.3, that some of
the entrepreneurs, at the same time as their ventures uphold and expand a system of support and “giving back,” are in fact quite critical of this one-way relation, and have established
a structure of exchange in which also the stayers play an active, rather than a passive, role.
Section 10.4 reviews why Filipino immigrants choose to engage in this type of enterprise,
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and what meanings it has to them to be a DrDr operator. Emphatically, this also includes the
meanings that the entrepreneurs themselves did not express, or, at most, presented as less
important. Section 10.5 enlarges on the transnationality of being a DrDr operator, including
these agents’ role in challenging traditional kinship ties and furthering transnationalization.
The chapter ends with the contention that DrDr agents can be seen as small though significant players in the consolidation and diversification of border-crossing ties and linkages,
contributing to the symbolic and material unification of a physically separated community.

10.1 Operating a DrDr business in the Netherlands
While as a noun the term balikbayan refers to Filipino migrants coming home for vacation, as
an adjective it is commonly used to denote the cardboard boxes in which overseas Filipinos
send back goods to their loved ones left behind. The term was, as briefly discussed in the
previous chapter, transformed into state policy by President Marcos, during a major national
speech in which he encouraged Filipino nationals abroad to visit their country of birth
during the holidays. Next to economic and legal means to facilitate their bodily return, he
also promoted the sending of goods from out of their overseas residences through the
installment of discounted tax tariffs (Glick Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 1992, 4; Szanton-Blanc 1996). Over the years, these “remittances in kind” have become very important for
the Philippine economy and the well-being of its citizens (Szanton Blanc 1996). Aside from
their immediate positive impact on the material welfare of the receiving households, balikbayan boxes have become the basis for commercial exploitation, both within the origin
country as well as in the destination countries, where Filipino migrants have seized this
opportunity and started cargo businesses to serve the compatriots around them. Some of
these entrepreneurial itinerants have managed to build multi-million dollar ventures with a
worldwide scope and have so turned a Filipino tradition into a highly profitable industry.1
Also in the Netherlands, Filipinos have started DrDr services. Indeed, it appears a strikingly popular line of business here: during the fieldwork period, I
came across some 15 Filipino owned DrDr services. Considering both
the small size of the Filipino population in this destination country
and the relatively few entrepreneurs among them, this is a notable
number, especially since nearly all of these entrepreneurs operated
simultaneously in the same captive market. Unquestionably, the
attractiveness of this business and the consequently relative crowdedness of this industry in the Netherlands can partly be explained
by the general perception that it was “only a small step to become a
DrDr agent,” as one of the entrepreneurs phrased it. Confirming this,
each of the nine entrepreneurs I personally spoke with stressed the
ease of managing their business. The next section describes the usual
routines of this allegedly “easy business.”

1 Two prime examples are the U.S.-based Forex Company and Atlas Shippers, which both started with a one
desk space (Forex in 1983, Atlas 10 years later), yet as of today are considered among the biggest Filipino
companies based outside the Philippines, with a worldwide network of affiliates and subsidiary plants and a
yearly turnover of hundreds of thousands of boxes with pasalubongs from Filipinos all around the world
(information on Atlasshippers retrieved from www.atlasshippers.com and www.philpost.com/1100pages/
atlas1100.html; information on Forex retrieved from www.forexworld.com/Kahon/ and www.philpost.com/
1299pages/forexworld1299.html).
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An “easy business”
In all cases included in the survey, office was based at home and, except for one, had been
started as the sole proprietor of a Filipina woman. Most businesses were, however, right
from inception effectively run as husband/wife firms. Though the women owner-operators
in the main contended the business was primarily their initiative and responsibility, they at
the same time often acknowledged their spouses played quite an important role in the
enterprise. For one, most women agreed that their husbands formed an important source of
emotional support. In addition, they were often also practically involved in the business
operations. Where the women were usually in charge of the day-to-day activities of the
business, mostly pertaining to the communication with the customers and the business
promotion, their spouses helped out in administrative matters and the distribution or pickup
of the boxes. Noteworthy, it appeared that especially Dutch spouses played an important
role in the entrepreneurial activities. Apart from financial support of the start up of the
business, their part in the actual operations more than once seemed to have a “surplus”
value above the helping hand of Filipino spouses. Tita for instance described her marriage
with Dutchman Rene as a “strategic business unit.. [as] he does what I cannot do, but I do
what he cannot” (INT29); with this she referred to her husband’s superior expertise in
handling the Dutch tax authorities, while she would better know how to deal with the Filipino customers. Another woman elucidated that she would get “dramatically lost” if she had
had to find her way in the Netherlands all by herself when picking up the boxes; her husband’s geographical knowledge of the country served very well. Each of the four women who
were married to a native man thus suggested that their intercultural marriages, within the
context of their business undertaking, formed a rather pragmatic alliance with their
strengths and that of their spouses neatly complementing each other. This was also reflected
in that several husbands in the course of time became formal partners in the business.
Nonetheless, for nearly all DrDr agents the business comprised a sideline, operated next
to the domestic responsibilities and/or other occupations. Without exception they carried
out the main business activities, i.e. the distribution and pick up of the boxes, by themselves.
Undoubtedly, the relatively small distances in the Netherlands—to which most of the business owner-operators confined their activities—facilitated these personally handled operations. Besides, it appeared that these personal visits of the entrepreneurs to the customers
constituted an essential aspect of the business operations, which they generally did not want
to “compromise on by being just practical”—following sections will elaborate on this in
greater detail. Significantly, every shipping round again, some entrepreneurs took a couple
of days off of their (part-time) paid work, and/or hired a delivery van, to make their tour
across the country. While this personal work caused the couples some busy and stressful
days prior to the shipments, the rather low frequency of these shipments (mostly only few
times a year, at most every other month) implied that, at the end of the day, the business did
on average not ask for more than a couple of hours work a week. As we will see though,
despite the limited scale of the activities, and the income derived from it, the meanings that
the business owner-operators attached to being a DrDr agent often stretched well beyond
the level of “a mere sideline.”
While none hired formal employees, most entrepreneurs did make use of contact persons residing in various parts of the country. The primary tasks of these contact persons
were to call around among their own social relations on the schedule of the shipments, and
to next inform the entrepreneur on where empty boxes were needed or filled boxes were
waiting to be picked up. In return for their intermediating role, they usually received re-
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wards in kind such as discounted shipments or a free box for every 10 full boxes they reported to the business owner-operator.
In the Philippines, the management and handling of the DrDr-transactions showed interesting differences in their levels of institutionalization and professionalism. While all
DrDr agents hired professional brokers to release the container from the Philippine customs,
they used different channels for distribution and delivery of the boxes. Some contracted
specialized services, while others had taken on relatives and friends to do the job, mostly on
the basis of semi-informal arrangements. This latter operational feature, and the reasons for
it, seem to signify the emergence of a new kind of transnational Filipino family relations and
will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter.
All in all, notwithstanding some variation in procedures or strategies, operating a DrDr
services was, as the entrepreneurs repeatedly suggested, a rather straightforward pursuit.
Little capital or specific skills were required, the basic equipment (a telephone, computer,
and car) was often already part of the household effects, and the well-defined nature of the
tasks provided the opportunity to run the service from home and combine it with other
roles, especially those within the domestic realm. Because of these features, the DrDr operators seemed to generally believe that this line of business was, as one put it literally, “open to
just anybody.” Paradoxically then, several of them also contended they had engaged in the
business “to do a better job” than their competitors. For some, this had its roots in failed
attempts to start a DrDr business in partnership with a fellow country(wo)man; for others, it
derived from dissatisfaction with the services of existing Filipino-owned companies. Both
reasons are indicative of the tensions that I more than once, and in fact specifically, observed
among the DrDr operators. While such tensions may in turn have had to do with the remarkable crowdedness of this sector, the entrepreneurs themselves did generally not show great
concern as regards their chances to survive the stiff competition; after all, as they saw it, a
DrDr enterprise was “hardly business.”

“Hardly business”
At the same time as the DrDr owner-operators put forward the small financial investments
needed to get started, nearly all of them also repeatedly stressed their business did not yield
them substantial financial return. In that context, several contended that their entrepreneurial
pursuits could barely be seen as a “real business,” or, as one said, “hardly business.” These
expressions reflect how the DrDr agents seemed to perceive of doing business as above all to
be about investing and, even more so, making big money. This was however not what these
immigrants in the main targeted. Only rarely would the business would serve a personal
economic objective, but even then this was mostly “earning something extra” next to the
income of their spouse and/or their own earnings from a part-time job. In section 10.4, I will
elaborate more deeply on this particular motivation, as this turned out to, sometimes, have a
specific “culturally-defined edge” to it; now I want to draw attention to what appears to fuel
the general perception of this type of business as “hardly business.” Apart from the respondents’ repeated claims on the prevalence of non-economic business rationales and objectives,
various business operations seem to engender this perception.
For one, most entrepreneurs ran, as indicated, their business as a sideline. Moreover,
hardly any of them showed an active interest in a bigger business. While some conveyed that
the small market in the Netherlands and intense competition held back their opportunities
to expand, the majority contended they did not wish to grow as they already had to juggle
their time among a variety of occupations and interests: other (part-time) jobs, hobbies,
membership of organizations, and, for all of them, their parental duties. Only few business
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owner-operators seemed more “business minded” as they expressed the objective to expand
their businesses into new, foreign consumer markets; the remaining DrDr operators seemed
satisfied with sustaining their status quo, even though this often would be on the edge of
survival. For them, having their own fixed market of loyal friends was enough. While noting
increased rivalry in the past few years, they did not seem to be really worried by or act upon
the thread of competition. As such, the DrDr agents generally gave the impression of upholding a rather conservative or unresponsive business management, and of not setting strategic
business objectives.
Even so, all claimed to have some specific edge over their competitors. Several entrepreneurs for instance offered their customers financial incentives such as loyalty discounts,
a third box without charge, or gifts for the senders like a sack of rice or telephone load; or
they simply asked, as they asserted, the lowest price for their boxes—in fact, according to
some of them, their price would be just enough to cover the expenses of their activities.
Notably though, various other entrepreneurs strongly opposed this strategy to attract
customers, arguing such low prices endangered the reliability of the service. For them,
offering the best pick up and delivery service was more important than being the cheapest.
Tita for instance explicated that she always shipped her container on the set date, irrespective whether it was full or not—unlike, she alleged, some of her competitors who, despite
promises to the contrary to their customers, waited until their containers were completely
filled up. Even though this held back her financial gain, to Tita, the business was more
important for another reason:
No, I am not making much money, sometimes even no money at all. But as long as I make my customers happy, I do enjoy the work. And that is what counts most to me. (INT29)

One way or the other, most entrepreneurs expressed a willingness to sacrifice financial success
for customer satisfaction. In the literature, a strong focus on the client, ethical operations, and
service-orientation are repeatedly advanced as typical features of female-owned businesses
(see for instance McClelland et al. 2005; McKay 2001; Orhan and Scott 2001; Still and Timms,
2000a, 2000b). At the same time as the high incidence of social commitment in the accounts of
the DrDr operators may be related to the predominance of women in this group, this seemed
also innate to the industry itself. As the following sections will show, this particular type of
enterprise lent itself exceedingly well for a variety of social missions.

10.2 The social calling: to bond and to bridge
A strong common thread in the stories of the DrDr agents comprised the social missions they
said they carried out through their economic ventures. In this section I will discuss three of
these social missions, which I broadly classify as (1) helping compatriots “there and here,”
(2) preserving one’s own bonds, and (3) bonding beyond the nearest and dearest. Because of
its particular implications for the transnational field, section 10.3 deals with a fourth type of
social mission pursued with the DrDr enterprise.

Helping compatriots—there and here
Unsurprisingly in view of the business premise, in all conversations I had with the DrDr
agents, the poorer or more difficult living conditions in their origin country and the assumed
beneficial contribution of their transport activities on the well-being of the stayers played a
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prominent role. Accordingly, many of the entrepreneurs advanced this as an important
incentive for them to start a cargo business. One woman said: “Their hard lives are brightened by the goods their remote relatives send back to them; and I wanted to help in that, be
part of that. That is why I decided to do this” (Felicia, INT23). Some put it even more sharply
and intimated that their “fellows back home” needed the shipped goods for their daily
survival. Yet their role in “improving lives” was emphatically believed to be not only in the
transfer of material aid to their compatriots, but also, sometimes considered even more
important, in “sending the love” of the migrated relatives, as one entrepreneur romanticized
the industry. As these entrepreneurs saw it, the content of the boxes would not be as important as the idea of sending them: showing remote families they were still cared for. The
entrepreneurs clearly took a great sense of pride from the belief that they helped to make
life in the Philippines more comfortable and contributed to the maintenance of bonds of love
across long distances; accordingly, they seemed to consider this sensation the best reward
for their entrepreneurial activities. Their choice of business thus seemed strongly inspired
by some kind of idealistic or romantic perception of the work, as well as by feelings of
solidarity and a sense of duty towards the compatriots “who stayed behind.”
Interestingly though, the first thing that several entrepreneurs answered when asked
why they had started this particular type of business, was that they in this manner thought
they would be of help to their compatriots in the Netherlands. Rather than the receivers of
the balikbayan boxes, they notably considered the senders as the primary beneficiaries of
their undertaking. As it appeared, taking on the task of a balikbayan forwarder was seen as a
means to place themselves in the service of the immigrant community. Several entrepreneurs literally called their business a community service or even a form of aid. Felicia for
instance elucidates:
Actually, it is more of a charity business. Even though we don’t make a lot of money, you still want to continue. As long as we can help them [migrated compatriots] sending goods to their families … (INT23)

Jessica, operating the cargo business together with her Filipino spouse Rafael, provides
interesting insight into what this help to the migrated compatriots may furthermore entail:
It is just a little business, we won’t get richer … what counts is being in contact with your countrymen, you know. To be in contact with them is also one way of helping them. It really is like a community service thing. (INT21A)

Like Jessica, many of the DrDr operators considered the contact between them and their
customers a support to the latter. Nearly all accounts highlighted how socializing comprised
an important, if not the most important, part of the operations in this particular line of
business. Without exception, the business owner-operators personally (often with their
spouses) passed by at their customers to pick up the filled boxes, and these visits generally
involved more than merely the transaction of the box and payment. Often, they were invited
in for a drink and a snack and a friendly yet more than once also more intimate conversation.
For that reason, several entrepreneurs explicated that their undertaking was rather than “a
real business” in fact a kind of social work. In a similar vein they themselves should be seen
not so much as “true businessmen” but as social workers: they assisted their co-ethnics not
just in maintaining good relations with their relatives “back home,” but also helped them by
listening to their stories, telling about their own experiences, and giving them advice, often on
life in the Netherlands. As the immigrant entrepreneurs could personally relate to the worries
and needs of their customers and would practically as well as emotionally assist them in their
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adjustment process (“to get at home here” as one of them tellingly put it), in their perception,
their DrDr service was not just a transport business but also functioned as a meeting place or
help desk. While, as we saw in previous chapters, “the Filipino way of doing business” was
also by other Filipino entrepreneurs regarded to be “more social” than the supposedly stiff
and formal Dutch way, it appears that especially the DrDr service is featured by close and
personal relations between the entrepreneur and the clientele. At the very least, as the next
subsection will demonstrate, it seems it is commonly expected to be that way.

The importance of being a social entrepreneur
One meeting with a female DrDr owner-operator, Adela, was specifically revealing in that it
shed new light on why Filipino DrDr operators maintain, and strongly stress, their close and
personal relations with their co-ethnic customers—in fact, why Filipino entrepreneurs may
generally strongly stress the social dimension in their entrepreneurial ventures. When asked
how she operates her business and how she distinguishes from her competitors, this woman
explains she does not associate with her customers as much as other DrDr agents would
usually do. Instead, she claims to have a “more business-wise” approach towards her customers, consisting of strictly following box prescriptions, holding on to pick-up appointments and expecting her customers to do the same (and if they did not, they, figuratively and
literally, “missed the boat”), and, most notably, “no hanging around, just getting the box and
moving on.” According to her, that was how business should be done, yet she realized her
view on this was different from that of most of her competitors. Adela, like some other
entrepreneurs reviewed before, describes her more assertive personality and more distant
business attitude as “more like the Dutch,” with which she suggests she has some kind of
hybrid identity. Her saying also supports the view observed among other Filipino immigrants that there are certain culturally defined ways of doing business. Thus, allegedly for
“the Dutch,” and certainly for Adela, socializing and doing business are two different realms
of life. Accordingly, this businesswoman blends her business relationships with other relationships in her life, including her social ties to the community, less than most other Filipino
entrepreneurs I spoke with. For her, this is a deliberate choice: her strict keeping of appointments and straightforward dealing with customers are both a matter of time management as well as a strategy to avoid misunderstandings and gossip:
Well, I guess you know about this Philippine thing right? And I just don’t want that. I have already
encountered so much trouble. I mean the gossip … You have to be wise right, stay practical. This is
business after all. It is not just some sort of … You know, before, strange things happened to me. Like
for example people who try to destroy my name, they slander you. And also, some people, they grab
everything they can. It is this grab mentality of the Filipino. But I learnt from that. You know, I still
am friendly to them, also if I don’t know them. But I just explain it differently. For example, I just tell
them I am too busy [to stay for a drink or talk]. I just do it differently. I have learnt, I know now how
to handle the people now.

Not only this woman but also other interviewed entrepreneurs and community leaders
repeatedly exposed perceptions and personal experiences—and as we will see below in fact
sometimes themselves put into practice—of what they considered to be “this Philippine
thing” or even “the problem of the Filipino.” With this, they referred to the gossip tendency
of Filipinos, which would be not just a persistent practice, but, as suggested by the use of
terms such as “mentality” or “manners,” actually be some kind of cultural trait. Within the
same context, various entrepreneurs told me about the supposedly widespread “grab mentality” within the community, with which they described the inclination to begrudge one
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another’s success. These observations indicate that business success, or even simply having
a business, comprise a serious source of jealousy among the members of this ethnic community, which may translate into chitchat, slander, and perhaps even exclusion.
Ironically then, while her “more business-wise” attitude towards her customers was
meant to prevent gossip, Adela says she nevertheless experienced how this still caused her
some miscomprehension from her fellow country(wo)men—through the grapevine, she had
discovered she was the butt of harsh remarks. Fieldwork experiences substantiated this
woman’s personal narrative: in answer to my question how they felt about the competition
in this line of business, two other entrepreneurs in the cargo branch mentioned Adela by
name and explicitly advanced her way of operating as an example of “unsociable business.”
These respondents not only found Adela unfriendly but, in the same breadth, also accused
her of being concerned only with her own advancement. Openly denouncing their competitor’s working methods, they illustrated the gossip and grab mentality and simultaneously
suggested how doing business within the Filipino immigrant community is bounded by
normative expectations.2
As it appears, a more formal or businesslike approach (i.e. showing less personal commitment to the customers) is considered to be non-Filipino, which is not accepted—at least
seems to arouse suspicion or resentment—in a line of business that serves particular coethnic needs. This may especially be the case when these needs center on the maintenance of
one’s personal social relations across the miles. “Delivering the love to the ones left behind,”
DrDr operators work close to the heart of their migrated compatriots. As the industry itself
is premised on upholding and reproducing Filipino solidarity, identity, culture and tradition,
a supposedly more formal way of operating is likely seen as too much a commercialization of
friendships—or suspected ties of solidarity. It may leave compatriots to question the comradeship of the co-ethnic entrepreneur with their common fate—which in this line of work
alludes to one of the greatest hardships that migrants may endure, i.e. their physical separation from the loved ones in the country of origin. In short, considering the “sending of love
between those who are separated” as “strictly business” rather than as “social work” may
contravene the principles of ethnic solidarity and camaraderie.

Preserving their own bonds
The DrDr business owner-operators thus generally advanced the desire to serve their compatriots as an important, if not the most important drive behind their activities. Yet, alongside
helping their migrated co-ethnics to adjust to life in the Netherlands and simultaneously stay
bonded to their loved ones in the Philippines, it became apparent from their stories that their
business also for themselves worked in such a binary way. Put differently, for the entrepreneurs no less than for the customers, this economic pursuit helped them to be “here and
there” at the same time. Like we saw before among the traders, various DrDr agents explained their choice of business as giving them the chance to stay or get in contact with their
fellow countrymen in the Netherlands. While this motivation did in the main not seem to be
inspired by strong feelings of loneliness, for Virgie it was. This woman explicitly explains her
decision to start a DrDr service in reference to her social isolation: shortly after her marriage
of 24 years had ended, she decided to engage in the business as she expected this would offer
her relief from her personal worries and help her get away from her loneliness:
2 Because of Adela’s outspoken opinion on what would be a Filipino mentality and because of my personal
observation of gossip activity within the Filipino community I have refrained from giving her a specific casereference; in fact, Adela is not as such included in the annexes.
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For me, even though it is not yet earning, it is like a sort of … How do you call it, an escape. That I
have the concentration of my mind in other things, so that I cannot think about my problems, my inner problems. So I am making myself preoccupied, you know. That is also an important reason why I
do this. So that I can forget it, my life alone. That is the reason, because if they will phone me and
send some boxes, I can go out and change my atmosphere, and meet other persons that I can talk to.
It is sort of an escape. (INT19)

Apparently, the meeting or help desk function that some of the business owner-operators
ascribed to their business works both ways: both for the customers and for the operators
themselves, the DrDr service serves as an outlet where they can share experiences and
through that cope with difficulties and hardships—which are often related to their migration
and resettlement in the Netherlands.
Next to forming a platform for adaptation and a vehicle to social integration into the Filipino community in the Netherlands, the transport services function to support the entrepreneurs’ own ties to the native soil. Nearly without exception, also the owner-operators
themselves regularly sent back private goods to their relatives and friends in the Philippines,
or they sent boxes for free for relatives or friends who also resided in the Netherlands. One
woman, Luz, identified this private use as a direct incentive to start the business, as “having
her own container” would in the end be much cheaper and easier than sourcing out her
frequent and sizeable transfers of gifts to somebody else’s DrDr service. Also other operators
mentioned, and highly valued, the greater control and flexibility and the lower costs with
which they, commanding their own service, could send over their personal items. While
private use was seemingly not a motivation for any of these other operators to start a DrDr
enterprise, it was an important reason for continuing the activities, even when in strictly
commercial terms their business would sometimes be hardly remunerative.
Notably, in more than one case, these non-commercial transfers of private goods appeared to over time have assumed a more prominent role in the forwarding activities. Thus,
while operating their business, these immigrants discovered new opportunities and formulated new goals that moved beyond the business realm. Roberto explicates:
If the container is not full, I ship furniture or household items, for instance. Those I get from my
friends here, when they have bought things for new [for themselves]. And then, when I think my
friends or relatives back home can still use them, I send these to them through my business. You
know, actually, I send them more stuff now than I did before. Because I get so much from the people
here. That is really one thing that surprised me: ever since I have this business, people just give me all
kinds of things to send to the Philippines, each time more and more. (INT20)

As with Roberto, the personal command over a transnational transportation line had repeatedly increased the volume of these entrepreneurs’ own remittances in kind to their relatives,
especially since often friends in the Netherlands (and “friends of friends”) had started giving
them their second-hand belongings to donate in the Philippines. The DrDr business so
preserved not only the entrepreneurs’ personal pre-migratory bonds to their remote friends
and relatives, it had also, as some of them expounded, strengthened and spread out their
post-migratory social network within the adopted country—both among compatriots and
among natives. As it thus appears, their entrepreneurial pursuits engendered a more heterogeneous broader social re-embedding. What is more, the donations made by friends and
associates in some cases added a new dimension to the original entrepreneurial pursuit:
they contributed to the expansion of the business scope beyond the original DrDr connection. Next to serving the border-crossing but nonetheless bounded and intimate kinship
connections as the primary axis on which it is traditionally premised, the next section
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discusses how the DrDr enterprises also more than once reached out to other actors and
institutions and as such bonded, as well as bridged, beyond the nearest and dearest.

Bonding beyond the nearest and dearest
A notable number of the DrDr agents I spoke with contended they, besides sending balikbayan boxes to private households (for customers or for themselves), in time had started
shipping also (second-hand) goods to civil organizations or community projects in the
Philippines. Apart from donations by friends and customers of their business (often the
same people, and usually collected together with their stuffed balikbayan boxes), some
Filipina women said they, mostly together with their spouses, in their leisure time actively
pooled aid goods by phoning around among Dutch health care or educational institutions or
by visiting fancy fairs and rummage or clearance sales. Tita and Marian so both supported a
street children’s shelter with clothes and toys; several others claimed they every now and
then donated materials to hospitals or elementary schools, usually located in their own
hometown. As another way to support the origin country, various DrDr operators offered
Filipino associations in the Netherlands free container space to ship their relief supplies to
their overseas projects. Filipina Luz and her Dutch spouse Hans, running one of the older
and more firmly established DrDr services in the Netherlands, started their own foundation
in the woman’s place of birth. While this couple in the Netherlands industriously pulls
together aid, the overseas counterparts (close relatives and some church members) oversee
the allocation of the resources and identify new needs within the barangay (neighborhood).
As Luz explains, this overseas foundation (as well as a shop in her hometown3) directly
ensued from her cargo business, and works closely together with various other institutions,
both in the Netherlands and in the Philippines:
Actually, MRC Foundation is a charity project of NederFil Trade. You know, I get so many things here.
When we pick up these boxes here, people always also give me things for free, to send to the Philippines. Like second-hand clothes, or toys, or computers. Because I already send this container every
two months or so, you see. So everything I get from the people here, I keep apart. That is for the foundation. But we send it in the same container, together with the boxes and the food. To cover the costs,
you see. So we have some stuff to sell in the shop, and also some stuff for the foundation. For the
community, for free … MRC Foundation has adopted the barangay, San Luis. We work together with
the barangay captain, the chairman of the village. He supports us in our projects. He helps us find the
children who need to go to school. And to help these kids, the foundation has received lots of things,
school things. From the Netherlands, from our church here, and also from Damayan [Filipino foundation in the Netherlands]. And we also got a request from the captain for hospital beds. Because they
just built a small clinic in the village, but they do not have any equipment yet. So we got 35 hospital
beds, here, in the Netherlands, from a nursing home in Nieuw Vennep. (INT6B)

Having “adopted the barangay” and working closely together with the captain, Luz and her
family have become “more respected civilians” and acquired special prestige within the
hometown. Emma, Luz’s niece who works in the shop and also helps out in the charity
activities, says:
You know, since we have this shop, and since we are involved in all these other activities in the community, people know us much more around here. They come to us for help or advice, and it feels very
good if we can help them. (HCS6D)

3

See Maas (2005) for a detailed discussion of this particular case of transnational activity.
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Figure 10.1 Unloading of hospital equipment sent from the Netherlands (source: the author)

With also the barangay captain soliciting their support, this transnational arrangement seems
to have given the stayers, together with their migrated relative, not just special status but
also some say in the local affairs. While this case seemed most extended in both its bonding
and bridging ties, most other DrDr operators similarly not only serviced their customers (or
themselves) by sending private cargo but also used their transport facility as a channel for
charitable activities directed at the origin country. Their small-scale companies thus also
fulfilled a social mission that emphatically stretched beyond the core activities of the balikbayan industry. One final way in which the DrDr business was seen to offer an opportunity to
link up with the Philippines and contribute to the well-being of the stayers moves beyond
“giving back,” as it shifts the role of the latter from passive aid receivers into active partners
in the immigrants’ transnational endeavors.

10.3 From giving back to exchange
Without doubt, the DrDr industry is based on a “tradition of giving back.” Remittances (in
money or in kind) are, as Filipinos commonly explain it, in fact an act of reciprocity: they
hereby repay their parents and families for their upbringing and, more generally, society at
large for the lives they had on their native soil. Still, at the end of the day, this system of sending pasalubongs signifies a unidirectional sense of belonging and a one-way set of commitments and responsibilities from the migrants towards their relatives and friends “back home”
and, as we saw, sometimes also towards the hometown or land of birth in general. It is the
Filipinos’ lifelong ‘debt of gratitude’, utang na loob in Filipino idiom, that forms the root of
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obligatory alliances which are not limited to the nuclear family or kin, but are deemed to
pervade the whole of Filipino society (Mulder 1997; Roces and Roces 1992; Tacoli 1999).
However, while this “tradition of giving back” is often presented—first and foremost by
Filipinos themselves—as one of the greatest virtues of this scattered population (Bagasao
2007; Opiniano 2005a; Torres-D’Mello 2001; own fieldwork), remarkably many Filipino
immigrants I spoke with showed some resistance against this cultural value. As it seemed,
their resistance specifically centered on “sending money every time they [family and friends]
ask for it.” Some in general denounced the widespread and persistent tendency among the
stayers to count on the enduring financial support from overseas relatives, others demonstrated to be personally bothered by such expectations from their families. Jessica says:
They always ask me you know. Every time I call again. But I don’t want to send money every month,
and then they will sit down as princes and do nothing. I don’t like that, I want them also to work. I
really do not like that idea. I only want to help by sending money if it really is needed. Like when they
are in hospital, or they need it for school right away. But for daily needs, I really do not want that.
(INT21B)

Like this woman, a considerable part of the interviewees described how their families in the
Philippines seemed to think that life in the Netherlands was “a bed of roses,” even though
these families themselves would certainly not to be considered poor or needy. Some women
complained their families in fact seemed to have raised their demands for support as they
felt they had every right to share in the supposedly unprecedented luxuries and wealth their
migrated daughter or sister enjoyed through her marriage with a Dutchman. Apparently,
women’s individual migration (such as for marriage) does not diminish their important role
in the family; on the contrary, it may represent an extension of their kinship duties.4
Conversely, these migrated women were now less than before (i.e. in the Philippines)
disposed to, as one of them said, “just give money to my family whenever they demand it.”
Some ascribed their changed attitude to their re-embedding in the more individualistic
society in the Netherlands, or, more specifically, to their marriage to a Dutchman. The
contact with Dutchmen, and especially their bicultural marriages, had made them much
more aware of their “own cultural peculiarities” and they now were more critical of the
Filipino defined family relations and obligations. Other women mentioned more plainly the
incomprehension of their Dutch spouse of their enduring sense of care and responsibility
towards those left behind as the factor that impeded them to, as one put it, “slavishly” follow
these cultural norms and expectations—especially in the first period upon their migration,
when they did not earn an income themselves and it was thus from his income that the ones
left behind had to be supported. The transport of gifts through the DrDr service can be seen
within this context of ambiguity. Roberto, himself operating a DrDr service, says about this:
The business is primarily a help. Not for me, but for them [the stayers], you know. You know life in the
Philippines, all help is welcome. And I can give them money, but then … You know, that is a common
grief among us Filipino migrants: we always send money but so often the money just disappears into
nothing. So this is my way to help them. (INT20)

4 As noted before, within the context of Philippine migration, above all daughters, wives, and mothers are
presumed to fulfil the familiar expectations regarding the repayment of the “social debt” or other forms of
support within the extended family. Studies have observed that, consistent with the expectations, women
indeed tend to remit more money than their male counterparts (see for instance Tacoli 1996, 1999; Opiniano
2005b; UNFPA 2006; Valerio 2002).
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Apparently, remittances in kind are deemed an appropriate and practical substitution for
financial remittances; accordingly, the balikbayan box system is used, both by the clients and
the operators themselves, as an arrangement that assures them their money is used as
intended. Thus, the sending of gifts, rather than “simply money,” may not only be a mere sign
of enduring love or responsibility towards those left behind, it may also be an expression of
immigrants to control the format of the support expected from them.
More intriguingly still, the DrDr service was also employed to support the families
“back home” in yet another way. As an alternative to subcontracting professional forwarding
businesses in the Philippines, three women entrepreneurs paid their own relatives (and
other personal acquaintances) to handle the delivery of the boxes. Jessica explicates:
In that way you help them, but they work also. So our reason [for putting up this business] is also to
help the people in the Philippines … Actually, that is the main reason. Helping the people in the Philippines, especially my home, my family, my sisters, and my brothers. Actually, they have work, but
you know, in the Philippines, even when you have work, your income is still not enough to meet the
needs. So what I thought was, if we have a DrDr company here, then we can help them through ... we
will make them the forwarder so that they get an extra income. That was the main reason. I said to
my husband: “How can we help them?” So I told him: “We better realize this thing. We better make a
DrDr, not only to help the people here, but also to help our family in the Philippines.” (INT21A)

As these women saw it, the DrDr business, more so than any other type of business, lent
itself for active involvement of the relatives in the Philippines. All three women stated they
intentionally started a forwarding enterprise as this offered them a practical means to
provide the Philippine home front the opportunity to earn an (additional) income—which
they firmly considered a better way to help the stayers than by remitting money. As such,
these immigrant entrepreneurs explicated their decision to start a DrDr service emphatically
in reference to a rather critical perspective on the conventional transnational Philippine
kinship relations.5
The gains for the stayers were not just financial though. In fact, the direct income generated by the handling of the balikbayan boxes was in each of the three cases rather limited,
comprising no more than a sideline income—though the number of people receiving such a
sideline income could be quite substantial, as shown by one case where some 15 to 20
people living all over the Philippines were involved in the business operations. Besides, one
must realize that a sideline income within the context of the high un(der)employment rates
in the Philippines is soon a valuable livelihood resource. As noted by Eleanor, one of Jessica’s
sisters with whom I personally spoke when I was in the Philippines, the allowance she and
her sisters received for their role in the business was “welcome” but not a very important
source of income for them as they had a regular and fairly well-paid job. The story was
however different for “the laborers,” i.e. the drivers and carriers:
For them, it is very important. How they wish to have such a job every day and not just part-time!
You know, for most of them, it is their sole sure source of income. They have no jobs. So it really helps
them a lot. (HCM21C)

Still, apart from the overseas incomes generated by these “narrow transnational enterprises,”
both the immigrant entrepreneurs and their relatives also mentioned non-economic profits of
their cross-border cooperation, and they in fact seemed to value these higher. According to
5

For a more profound discussion of these conventional relations, and the norms and values that guide them,
see for instance Garcia-Dungo 2003; Mulder 1997; and Torres D’Mello 2001.
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Luz, the active involvement of her family had made the latter less dependent on her and would
have “taught them the value of self-reliance.” When I visit her family in the Philippines and ask
them how the business of their migrated relative has changed their lives, they, instead of first
mentioning financial rewards, confirm Luz’ perception. As nephew Ronald says:
I never knew I could do this. But I have learnt that I am much more capable than I always thought.
So that really helps me. I now see much more opportunities for myself, in the future. (HCS6D)

The responses of the home country counterparts in the other two family-operated DrDr
enterprises revealed similar views on the gains of their involvement. Their transnational
teamwork and shared interest had resulted in strengthened family bonds, the attainment of
(business) skills, a greater confidence in their capabilities and, related to that, higher hopes
for the future (also see Maas 2005). The fact that the benefits of transnational businesses are
not only in tangible or economic terms is a facet that studies may easily disregard. As Zhou
writes: “Emphasizing the noneconomic effects of ethnic entrepreneurship develops an
important idea which is noted in the literature but has not been taken seriously, namely that
immigrant enterprise can have social effects that go well beyond the economic success of
individual entrepreneurs” (2004, 1066). Thus the more intangible, symbolic, or social gains
like those mentioned by my respondents are also important to consider as they may just as
well form valuable livelihood resources.
This was directly observable in that the balikbayan forwarding linkages subsequently
induced the formation of new businesses among the immigrants’ close relatives in the
Philippines. One sister for instance now felt confident enough to realize her longtime dream
of establishing her own little shop in gifts and party goods. Whereas this woman bought her
merchandise on the local market and operated entirely on her own, three other newly
established shops sold goods imported from the Netherlands, the purchase and transport of
these goods being arranged by the migrated relative. Jessica and Rafael for example also
collected second-hand clothes in the Netherlands, and shipped these together with the boxes
with gifts; the sales of these clothes provided Jessica’s sister Else in the Philippines with her
main income. Moreover, on the back of Else’s overloaded ukay ukay shop6, the family rented
a barn to store used furniture also imported from the Netherlands; part of these would be
given away to personal acquaintances “when they needed them badly,” part was for sale and
so every now and then brought in some extra money for the family. As with the earlier
mentioned shop set up by Luz’ relatives, these overseas businesses were thus actually an
offspring of, and utilized, the already existing balikbayan box linkage: the migrated relatives/DrDr operators in the Netherlands “simply added” the merchandise in the containers
that shipped the gift-cartons. Remarkably, here too, the immigrants explained this additional
business activity first and foremost as a help to their families “back home,” and said they
themselves “hardly earned” from the sales.
So far the various social missions the DrDr operators explained to go after with their
entrepreneurial pursuits. The next section reviews and more critically examines their
business motivations and objectives, attempting to disentangle how their entrepreneurial
Ukay-ukay is Visayan (one of the most important ethnic languages in the Philippines) for “sift through” or
“dig up.” It generally refers to the sales of used clothing, which are shipped from North America and Europe to
the Philippines. Initially, it referred to the garments shipped to the Philippines as donations from charitable
group to help refugees and calamity victims; since the 1980s, overseas Filipinos have started to collect used
clothing, preferably with designer labels, to send to the Philippines in balikbayan boxes, where entrepreneurial friends and relatives buy in bulk, then sell by the piece to the public. Ukay-ukay ventures are now commonplace in both retail outlets and in street market venues, and are mostly operated by women.
6
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pursuits may not be driven solely by altruism but may also allow the operators to pursue
more self-interested goals.

10.4 The meanings of being a DrDr operator
In many ways, the empirical findings collected among the DrDr operators mirror those
collected among the other Filipino entrepreneurs who participated in the present research.
Roughly, their businesses display the same operational features: small in scale, with the
owner-operators mostly working on their own (albeit often with some (semi-informal)
assistance from their own social relations, in the current and former home society), operating from the home, maintaining a customer oriented approach, generally rather strongly
blending social and business relations, and, as it seemed, mostly without any concrete or
deliberate planning of the business’ further development.
Also the reasons for engaging in this particular type of enterprise as well as the objectives for it broadly confirm the picture of Filipino immigrant entrepreneurship that has
emerged throughout the thesis. On the practical side, this type of enterprise was within
reach; a DrDr service was generally perceived as an “easy business,” very much like the
perception of trade as “the obvious choice” (chapter 7). For some Filipinos, push factors did
play a role in their decision to become an entrepreneur, which for this particular group
included the experience of social isolation, the need to earn some extra money, and frustrated efforts to start a DrDr business with a compatriot. Yet, by and large, in this line of
business, as in the other lines of business discussed, pull factors had the upper hand. Either
next to the more negative reasons just mentioned, or as their sole reasons, the entrepreneurs
mentioned particular attractions and opportunities of this type of activity as their incentives.
These particular attractions were predominantly located in the social field: a DrDr enterprise was appreciated as a handy means to contribute to society in specific ways. As for
almost any of the Filipino entrepreneurs in this study, also for the DrDr operators, economic
drives lost out to the social ones—in their perception, their entrepreneurial engagement was
therefore hardly to be seriously seen as business. Speaking about why they engaged in this
particular type of business and what objectives they pursued with it, money issues hardly
ever came up spontaneously; when explicitly asked about matters of income or profitability,
the entrepreneurs mostly laughed away my question with expressions like “You think I get
rich from this?” or “If I wanted to make big money, I would not have put up this business!” In
no single case did economic considerations monopolize the conversation; rather than measuring their activities and success in economic terms, these entrepreneurs took a broader
perspective on their goals and outcomes. However, while social commitment was an important theme in the stories of virtually all interviewed Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs, in the
stories of the DrDr operators, economic rationales and self interest were almost conspicuous
by their nearly complete absence. Before anything, the DrDr business was presented as a
“community service” or an “act of benevolence towards the ones left behind”—suggesting
the entrepreneurs were primarily driven by altruism. Yet this strong stress on the social
backdrop of their business activities may partially be understood as the result of normative
expectations within the Filipino community on how to do business. Pakikisama and utang na
loob, both demanding to sacrifice individual welfare for the common good, are not just the
Filipino values on which the DrDr enterprise is premised but also the norms on how it
should be operated. As shown, within the Filipino immigrant community, “being a social
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entrepreneur” is of crucial importance if one is not to risk becoming the subject of ridicule,
gossip, and jealousy.
Thus one has to be careful and consider the strong and one-sided representation of
these immigrants’ business decisions at least partly as a “moral tale” (Vandsemb 1995, 413).
Closer analysis of their stories, findings and observations gathered at the overseas sites of
activity, and “logical reasoning” indicated the entrepreneurs had additional reasons for or
objectives with their business activities, which counterbalance the self-articulated unselfish
pledge as the primary guide of their transnational endeavors.

Between social commitment and self-interest
In the foregoing, the self-articulated social objectives of the DrDr operators were classified into
four broad types: (1) helping compatriots in the Netherlands and the Philippines, (2) preserving the own bonds, (3) bonding beyond the nearest and dearest, and (4) from giving back to
exchange. It was only in the objective of helping their compatriots in the Netherlands that the
entrepreneurs themselves divulged to have some kind of selfish foothold. This help, in particular referring to the personal contact with the customers of the business, was also a way to help
themselves adapt to life in the Netherlands. One woman provided some more insight:
People now come to me because they feel I can help them with my own life experiences. Actually, I am
more known in the community because of my good advices than because of my business. But it is the
business that gave me this role. That is actually also why I like this work so much. It makes me feel
useful and important to others.

As can be read from this statement, DrDr operators may derive personal pride and selfesteem from their supposed role as counselors for members of the own ethnic group. An
attendant, and perhaps not always self-consciously aspired, gain of this interpersonal contact
thus seems to be the wider recognition and appreciation in the immigrant community.
The personal stake in preserving one’s own familial bonds (mission 2) is not hard to infer: sending over gifts and showing enduring care in the short term translates into affection
and respect from the receivers; in the long term, this may function as an insurance of future
assistance to the migrant, for instance when the latter decides to return to the country of
origin. In Philippine culture, fulfilling one’s own moral debt (utang na loob), contracts a
moral debt from the other party. On a more abstract level, family is considered to be the
wellspring of a meaningful existence, of identity, and fulfilment (Mulder 1997); the wish for
personal reassurance and psychological well-being thus backs up the immigrants’ continuing
family solidarity across the oceans.
In fairly similar ways do also the two other social missions have more self-interested
counterparts. Where their “bonding beyond the nearest and dearest” activities were concerned, the empirical findings in this chapter sustain the claim of Portes et al. (2002, 287)
that transnational entrepreneurship is often associated with participation in charity projects
or associations in the sending communities. Indeed, most entrepreneurs included in the
present study were, apart from their business activities, rather actively involved in the own
community, as members of a Filipino organization or contributors to cultural events or
charity activities. What is particularly interesting here is that some immigrants have seized
the DrDr business itself as a relatively cheap and practical instrument for altruistic and
humanitarian activities. Forging collaborative relations with private donors and Filipino
associations in the country of origin and settlement and bridging to other institutions in the
Netherlands, these immigrants capitalized on their venture to practice cross-border solidarity, thereby making themselves known not only as economic actors, but also, perhaps even
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more significantly, as a “philanthropic resource” to the native soil (Opiniano 2003, 2005a).
This was precisely the self-image that these entrepreneurs promoted. However, the more
selfish drives behind these acts of benevolence may just the same be personal recognition as
well as promotion of the business—especially since this type of business relies on close and
intimate contacts with compatriots. After all, as with the objective of helping migrated fellow
country(wo)men, showing solidarity with the compatriots “back home” undoubtedly also
contributes to the popularity and status of the entrepreneurs within the immigrant community. Moreover, as shown most clearly by the case of Luz and her border-crossing activities,
these transnational endeavors may provide the immigrants special prestige as well as some
political influence in the overseas site of activity.
Also the decision to involve the overseas family in the business pursuits was invariably
portrayed by the immigrant entrepreneurs as an act of “humanitarian help” (Luz, INT6B)
Noteworthy, using the term “exchange” in the title of section 10.3 was actually my appellation of what the entrepreneurs still mainly presented as a unidirectional beneficial relationship with the home front. The benefits of this operational business design for the immigrants
themselves, which most likely were also part of their decision-making, were both practical as
well as more emotional. For one, one may assume it is simply cheaper to let the balikbayan
boxes be delivered by personal acquaintances rather than by a professional company.
Converting their social capital into cheap labor, personal relations were effectively used to
build a transnational enterprise. The fact that this was notably never explicitly nor implicitly
advanced by the entrepreneurs when asked what were the advantages of their family’s
involvement suggests this motivation may go against a certain morality within the community. This may also be read from the following statement of one of the respondents, who
purposely did not involve his own relatives in the business:
We do not use our family as cheap workers, like the Chinese or the Turks do. You know, they all bring
in [into the business] their wives and children and nephews and whomever they know, just to save
the costs of hiring some outsider. But that is not how we Filipinos go on with each other, or should do
it. We are there to help each other, not exploit them for our own sake.

Another repeated argument of those who used specialized forwarders was that these companies had more expertise and experience, better means and equipment, operated more
professional and business wise, and would hence deliver more efficiently, safely, and in time.
Certainly, the family business operators did indicate some practical considerations for their
particular business set up, which they then similarly explicated by their concern for customer satisfaction; these practical considerations centered on the greater control they would
have over the process, as they could always address their counterparts directly in case of
problems, prompt them to action, and instruct how the overseas operations had to be carried
out. In addition, these entrepreneurs strongly appealed to the loyalty and interdependence
within the family, which would add to everyone doing their best not to disappoint or let the
others down. With their well being tied together in the success of the business, it would be in
the common interest to cooperate closely and do things right. As an employed niece in the
Philippines said:
You know, we are in this together. That is how I feel. And I believe that is really why we succeed. We are a
family, we don’t let each other down. Never. That is typically Filipino you see. (Eleanor, HCM21C)

Hence, just as the DrDr industry finds its niche in the Filipino values of utang na loob and
pakikisama, so too did the formation and functioning of these narrow transnational busi-
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nesses depend on these values. Indeed, alluding to these cultural norms, as in the quote
above, was sometimes used to prove the reliability of the business. Deploying the overseas
family in the enterprise was hence not just a ‘gift’ of the immigrant entrepreneurs to them,
but was also instrumental to the business performance.
Next to these business-minded rationales for a transnational family business, reasonably, more personal rationales also played a role in the decision to involve the family “back
home.” This other rationale in fact already showed in the previous section, where the family’s involvement in the business was explained within the context of aversion against the
typical migrant-stayers connection, that is, against the remittances nexus. This chapter, as
well as previous chapters, show how entrepreneurial activity among Filipino immigrants
sometimes emerges in response to the enduring responsibilities they feel towards those left
behind. A finding specific for the DrDr industry is that immigrants entered into this line of
business because it offered them a practical means to create jobs and income for relatives
and friends back in the Philippines; the business was hence established in lieu of remittances. Yet, at the same time as the decision to start a transnational family business was
consistently presented by the DrDr operators as their act of utang na loob to the stayers, to
themselves—and apart from the earlier mentioned affection and future assistance they may
count on in return—the family business seemed to function as a personal relief from the
perceived need, or pressure, to financially support the relatives. This personal relief was not
only very practical (sparing the income of the spouse), but emotional as well: these women
obviously derived psychological comfort from knowing that they, in their own way, still
complied with the Filipino cultural norm to help out family—and, for some, at the same time
also sidestepped a (potential) source of friction within their bicultural marriages As such, for
the entrepreneurs themselves, engaging in a DrDr service and involving their relatives in its
operations had a liberating function, as it increased their self-assertion and autonomy without incurring reprimands from either one of the gender regimes they were embedded in.
To sum up, the core of the DrDr business is undeniably in the Filipinos’ boundless familial
obligations; themselves similarly holding their families very dear, the business owneroperators were strongly driven by the wish to help sustain these closely-knit bonds across the
miles. They did so not only for their customers but for themselves as well, either by sending
their own gifts through their cargo businesses or by involving their relatives in the business
operations. The chief meaning, or function, that the immigrants ascribed to their role as DrDr
operators was therefore being the link and “carrier of love” across the miles; in addition, they
ascribed their enterprises an important role as a help desk within the Filipino immigrant
community in the Netherlands. Together with the transnational charity activities that they
carried out through their business, DrDr operators work to sustain the Filipino value of
pakikisama and tradition of giving back. Yet these acts of solidarity and reciprocity do not need
to go unpaid; keeping good relations with community members and overseas relatives guarantees the persistence of emotional as well as material linkages between both areas of attachment (cf.Tacoli 1999). The enterprises helped the operators to obtain and mark out a
particular space in the receiving country, while they simultaneously worked to maintain, and
enhance, their position in the sending country. Thus, for the operators themselves, their
entrepreneurial involvement served to uphold their own kinship ties, gain public recognition,
and increase their personal autonomy and social influence—both in their country of settlement and in the origin country. As such, DrDr operators are truly transnational actors, whose
daily lives and routines stretch into the native soil. The following section delves deeper into
the transnationality of being a DrDr operator, and in particular elaborates on the supposedly
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new position—or role—of Filipina immigrant women in transnational social space, as well as
on the role that their business activities play in furthering transnationalization.

10.5 The transnationality of being a DrDr operator
Indisputable, balikbayan boxes are emblematic of Filipino migrants’ enduring alignments
and feelings of responsibilities towards their country of origin. These boxes illustrate how
cultural norms are taken along into their overseas residences, and in fact may be even
strengthened by the distance. They are furthermore illustrative of the institutionalization of
home longing by the sending government, who has facilitated their cheap forwarding from
anywhere around the globe. As such, the balikbayan box may be considered symbol of
Filipino transnationality; accordingly, immigrants who operate the ventures that transport
these symbols of cross-border commitment are transnational actors par excellence: at the
same time as their business activities are part of their incorporation into the adopted country, these are also the key in maintaining their ties to the ancestral home. In fact, as I will
argue in this section, the DrDr service, or the DrDr operator, may be a (f)actor in changing
the face of cross-border alignments between receiving and sending societies. This argument
derives from two observations; first, that DrDr operators through their economic ventures
challenge, and supposedly change, the traditional kinship relations, and second, that they
encourage further transnationalization.

Challenging Filipino family relations
The DrDr service, in particular that which employs the family “back home,” can be seen as a
creative response to wishes and needs ensuing from the various roles that especially Filipina
immigrants perform in their daily lives. These women’s entrepreneurial pursuits were
conditioned by and answered up to the demands of their multiple societal roles, and were so
a means to balance the various life spheres as well as the different gender systems in which
they, as immigrants, are embedded. Not only did their micro scale, home-based business
activities offer them the opportunity to continue their domestic responsibilities and, in some
cases, outside occupations, it also allowed them to rejoice their ethnic-cultural background
by playing a focal role in the immigrant community and to, moreover, keep on caring and
taking responsibility for their (extended) overseas families.
Considering the strong Filipino cultural ideology of the family, with its emphasis on the
caring role of women for the extended family (see chapter 4), the “narrow transnational
enterprise” can be seen as a rearticulation of traditional gender roles. At the same time though,
it may also signal the looming of a new kind of family agreement. This particular business
design seemed to offer its female operators a novel form of social control and through that a
new role within the overseas family. While their migration, or marriage to a native man, did
not entirely liberate them from traditional normative expectations, these women found a way
to step up and become more assertive. Their business gave them a new identity and position
within the Philippine family, one that is hybrid of past alliances and of present life in the
country of settlement, including their interaction with people of different cultural backgrounds—especially so, clearly, when married to a Dutchman. To put it somewhat bluntly,
these women, hybridized by their Dutch environment, did not uncritically remit money when
asked, and thus did not participate in the one-way relationship that often exists between
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(female) migrants and stayers.7 Instead, they were instrumental in helping others attain
control over their own lives as they, through their business, offered them a means to earn their
own income and develop their skills and capabilities. Irrespective of the actual (financial)
benefits for the home country counterparts, what these observations show is an interesting
change in the scope and nature of the actual business pursuit. Using the balikbayan box system, actually meant to send private support to the ones left behind, these immigrant entrepreneurs initiated a more productive relationship with their loved ones left behind.
Through their business, various female immigrant entrepreneurs thus converted their
role from that of the “dutiful daughter” (Boyle 2002; Clark 2004; Tacoli 1999) or “sacrificing
lamb” (De Dios 1992, 47, in Tyner 2002, 108) into that of an employer.8 At the same time,
they thus demanded that their relatives in the Philippines played a part in their own existence in the Netherlands. In this de facto simple way, these women forged a bilateral exchange of obligations and commitments—and so took the lead in the establishment of a
cross-border social structure that is more truly reciprocal, and we could in fact say also
“more transnational,” than that which is based on the sending of remittances.

Furthering transnationalization
Following Faist’s fruitful conceptualization of the development of transnational space, the
border-crossing structure of the family operated DrDr business (i.e. “narrow transnational
entrepreneurship”) can be seen as the successor to the “transnational kinship group”
(2000a, 202), the first stage of transnational involvement which is centered on the sending
of remittances as a means to comply with family expectations. This second stage is characterized by a higher degree of institutionalization or formalization of the circulation of goods,
people, and/or information across the borders of national states. It is now the principle of
exchange, or “instrumental reciprocity” that guides the cross-border activity, and the evolving structure is to be seen as a “transnational circuit” (ibid., 206 – 07). Immigrants’ crossborder activities in this stage no longer predominantly exist on economic dependence in one
direction, and some kind of emotional dependence in the other.
Next to these business linkages that are based on the sending of the compatriots’ pasalubongs “back home,” various cases advanced in this chapter showed how the immigrants’
small-scale ventures also initiated new business activity by their non-migrated relatives.
Apparently, bounded solidarity and enforceable trust not only support business formation
among immigrants, which is the context in which these concepts are usually used (see
chapter 2), but also among the stayers. These mechanisms or sources of social capital may
extend across the borders and so form a resource to entrepreneurship in both the country of
origin and of settlement. In this way, the DrDr operators were at “the forefront of new
economic ties” (Light 2001, 5) in transnational space. Albeit small in scale, these immigrant
entrepreneurs initiated forward and backward linkages that set off economic growth in the
place of origin.
But these entrepreneurs did more: through their business, they also expanded, thickened, and, most interestingly, diversified the relations with the origin country. While, clearly,
immigrants’ feelings of loyalty and solidarity with the stayers (or sense of duty) form the
Previous sections made clear this is a somewhat myopic presentation of the situation.
As previous chapters demonstrated, also in other lines of business (e.g. trade and international recruitment),
the female immigrant entrepreneurs sometimes employed or closely cooperated with their kin “back home”; I
have paid more attention to this phenomenon here as the opportunity to provide work for the overseas
relatives was advanced as a start-up motivation for this type of business (where it was not in the other
business lines) and—especially intriguing in view of this particular business type—connected with a personal
dislike of the traditional Filipino kinship relations.
7
8
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commercial base of the DrDr industry, these grassroots transnational enterprises for their
part were often in the vanguard of transnational ties that stretched beyond the business
realm. Empirical evidence provided in this chapter supports Portes’ claim that “while the
original wave of these activities may be economic and their initiators can be properly labeled
transnational entrepreneurs, subsequent activities encompass political, social and cultural
pursuits as well” (1997, 15). Using their business linkage also for more humanitarian or
philanthropic pursuits, the DrDr operators forged generalized forms of reciprocity and
diffuse forms of solidarity among larger groups across space and time, which complemented
the specific reciprocity and focused solidarity (terms from Faist 2004, 20 – 21) that formed
the basic resources for their transnational involvement.
Consistent with Parnwell’s suggestion, the transnationalism that these entrepreneurs
engendered through their enterprises saw the “conflation of various forms of social capital”
(2005, 28): their ventures played a central role in the maintenance, development, and
interweaving of both bonding and bridging ties, respectively the obligatory primordial ties
and the more instrumental ties to other institutions in society (see also Putnam 2000). This
distinction resembles Granovetter’s distinction (1973) between strong and weak ties, which
also refers to the emotional linkages in primary relationships and the more specialized
contacts with formal organizations. The cases advanced in this chapter support Granovetter’s famous claim that weak ties are beneficial to business in that they fulfill a bridging
function to other networks and so increase and expand the pool of resources available. Still,
it was the strong ties that formed the field in which further expansion of the transnational
alignments could be seeded and subsequently flourish. Probably, Granovetter’s claim that
weaker ties are actually stronger, i.e. more beneficial to business, then is valid, or more valid,
for certain lines of business—those that are not that as deeply enmeshed as the DrDr industry in values that prescribe camaraderie and togetherness.
That said, the immigrants discussed in this chapter undeniably set in motion, by means
of their small-scale economic ventures, a cumulative process that in the end led to a qualitatively distinct phenomenon (cf. Landolt, Autler, and Baires 1999; Portes 1997). Where the
family operated DrDr business on its own can be seen as a (small-scale) instance of a “transnational circuit” featured by exchange rather than one-way commitments, more generally,
the DrDr services appeared (f)actors in the emergence of a “transnational community,” the
third and final stage that Faist (2000a) distinguishes in the transnationalization process. Or,
in order to not exaggerate the scope of their pursuits, we—following Kelly (2003)—could
perhaps better speak of a “translocal community” (and, accordingly, of a “translocal circuit”
as well) as in the end most activities (those apart from the delivery of the balikbayan boxes)
were strongly directed towards the immigrants’ own relatives and hometown. Yet, whether
called transnational or translocal, through their small scale business ventures, including
their philanthropic works, these immigrants contributed to local economic and social development in the former home region, and probably even generated some political influence in
the locality of origin. Taken with these pursuits’ symbolic value of showing enduring commitment to the roots, these immigrant entrepreneurs played a leading part in the development of a “community without propinquity,” which includes both the movers and the stayers
and in which their alignment “encompasses all forms of relationships which are characterized by a high degree of personal intimacy, emotional depth, moral commitment, social
cohesion and continuity in time" (Faist 2000a, 311).
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10.6 Conclusion
Transnationalism—or transnationalization as the process towards more cross-border
alignments—is often observed, or claimed, to start at the level of the household or kinship
(see, for instance, Faist 2000a; Landolt, Autler, and Baires 1999; Popkin 1999). Reciprocity
and familial obligations between those who left and those who stayed form the bedrock for
the first transnational involvement, which is at that time primarily premised on migrants
sending money and gifts “back home.” Such primordial bonds form a lucrative base for
business transactions. In this chapter, the DrDr industry, transporting balikbayan boxes full
of pasalubongs, stood central, elucidating why and how Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands run this particular type of business, and exploring the effects of these entrepreneurial
activities for the country of origin and for the transnational field that they are embedded in.
As it appeared, these immigrant entrepreneurs were strongly driven by the very same
values that their ventures cater to: social commitment, collectivism, reciprocity, and solidarity were commonly advanced as their prime reasons to start a DrDr service, obviously all in
reference to the own ethnic group—in the adopted country as well as in the country of birth.
The motivations regarding start-up were thus closely entwined with the particular values
that guided the individuals along their entrepreneurial path: altruism or compassion were
customary expressed, and as shown in fact also expected, leading principles in their business
operations. Their enterprises thus both ensued from and projected values which to them
were recognizably Filipino and evocative of Filipino culture.
Yet, while generally less explicitly brought to the fore by the entrepreneurs (probably
exactly because of this strong embedding in cultural values that elevate the common above
the individual), their self-articulated altruistic motivations and objectives overlapped with
more self-interested ones. For the DrDr operators themselves, the rewards were mostly
psychological (albeit sometimes with a particularly practical edge) as in a socially richer life,
pride in their accomplishments, self-satisfaction, affirmation and enlargement of their
independence, and social status within the Filipino community. As such, the DrDr business
offered an excellent opportunity of combining the altruism expected from—in particular—
the women with their own expediency.
Transforming the traditional transnational Filipino kinship organization based on obligatory ties into a more productive unit, encouraging new entrepreneurial activity in the place
of birth, using the DrDr enterprise as a convenient channel for community development and
gaining some personal influence in the hometown’s affairs—in short, the multiple ways in
which these immigrants employed the DrDr enterprise sustain that the contribution of
entrepreneurship must not be measured only in economic terms; instead, wider social and
community issues, on a variety of spatial levels, must be incorporated to assess the value, or
consequences, of these—and other types of—business ventures. This particular group of
entrepreneurs created a transnational social space that surpassed the “strictly migratory
chains of the first generation of migrants” (Faist 2004, 27), involving more people from
different sectors of society and more numerous and qualitative diversified linkages that
carried more and more varied resources back and forth between the sending and the receiving society. The case of the Filipino DrDr services in the Netherlands illustrates how small
business owner-operators may not only be participants in a transnational field, but also
active contributors to, and vehicles—figuratively and literally—in the emergence and consolidation of so-called transnational (or at least translocal) communities, in which stayers and
movers build their homes and live their lives.
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11.
Summarizing conclusions and reflections
In relatively short time, international migration has moved high on the public, political, and
academic agendas of many western countries. Since the 1990s, and more prominently since
9/11 2001, newspapers and television broadcast shows daily discuss migration issues; the
political arena frequently features heated debates. The Netherlands is a case in point (Essers
2008; Pijpers 2006; Uitermark, Rossi, and Van Houtum 2005; Vasta 2007; WRR 2007). Only
a decade ago, this destination country was widely celebrated as an open and hospitable
society, yet since then, the social climate has reversed and the Netherlands has come to be
known as (one of) the most unfriendly receiving countries within Europe. Prejudice and
stereotyping, anti-migration sentiments, and a “moral panic” about ethnic-cultural diversity
show the fragility of the multicultural society (Pijpers 2006; Snel 2003a). The now common
use of the term “multicultural tragedy,” derived from the renowned article by publicist
Scheffer in 2000, speaks for itself. Social cohesion seems under threat, and immigrants—
especially those from non-western countries—are often seen as the cause (Castles 2000;
Uitermark, Rossi, and Van Houtum 2005; Vasta 2007). In the Netherlands, a broad consensus
has emerged that the integration of immigrants has failed (WRR 2007, 28). Their marginalized position in society, and the crisis of the multicultural society, is increasingly attributed
to lack of attention in integration policies for the cultural factor. The perceived maintenance
by immigrants of their cultural and ethnic customs and identity are taken as a sign of obstinacy to integrate into the adopted country; their enduring bonding with their origin country—or their “transnationalism”—is seen to be at odds with being loyal to their country of
settlement (Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006; WRR 2007).
The discourse has thus turned to matters of cultural and ethnic identity as key explanations for the immigrants’ stunted incorporation and the supposed failure of the multicultural
society (Duyvendak 2004; Ghorashi 2003; Scheffer 2000; Snel 2003b; WRR 2007). This has
spawned an opaque machinery of measures and regulations that, under the label of integration, seems to effectively demand nearly complete assimilation from the newcomers (Ghorashi 2003; Uitermark, Rossi, and Van Houtum 2005; Vasta 2007; WRR 2007). Whereas some
twenty years ago, ethnic-cultural diversity was still celebrated as a richness to society, immigrants now have to choose the Netherlands and dissociate themselves from their country of
origin—integration has become a “zero-sum game” (WRR 2007, 14).
Fascinatingly, these assimilationist policies of the Netherlands (and of other European
countries) stand in sharp tension with the policies of sending governments that seek to
encourage enduring feelings of ethnic belonging. For these governments, the overseas nationals comprise potential “partners in development,” as they often continue, from the adopted
country, to contribute in various ways to the country of origin.
While there is no doubt that the enduring ethnic identification and loyalty of immigrants has great potential for development in the country of origin (IOM 2005; World Bank
2006), academic studies have been ambiguous about the relationship between immigrants’
transnational orientation and their incorporation into the country of settlement. So far, there
seems to be no profound reason to assume that transnational orientation and integration
cannot go together (Kelly 2003; Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006; WRR 2007). Clearly, at
the present juncture of social unrest and academic uncertainty, it is of great interest to better
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understand how immigrants incorporate into the adopted country, while possibly at the
same time staying connected (symbolically and/or practically) to their country of origin. The
present study intended to contribute to this. It focused on one particular path of adaptation
that immigrants may take, that is, entrepreneurship. The following section briefly elaborates
on the research topic, questions, and objectives, as well as on the empirical case that occupied centre stage. Section 11.2 discusses the conceptual and methodological framework.
Section 11.3 offers a rough profile of the immigrant entrepreneurs and enterprises that
formed the core of the empirical material for this study. Section 11.4 provides the main
answer to the empirical research question, while section 11.5 reflects on the foreseen conceptual contribution and offers some suggestions for further research. The chapter concludes
with some notes on the societal relevance of the research findings.

11.1 The questions at issue
Since around the 1990s political and academic interest in entrepreneurship has revived
(EIM 2007; ITS 2007; Kloosterman 2003a; SER 1998; Van den Tillaart and Poutsma 1998),
spurred by the increase and diversification of immigrants’ business activities. Within all ado
about immigrants’ incorporation, their business activities have captured the more positive
side of the equation. It is commonly acknowledged that through business, immigrants create
employment, for themselves and possibly for others (especially for those who face difficulties in the labor market), bring in new products and services, revive older city neighborhoods, and access foreign markets—in particular that of their origin country (see, for
instance, EIM 2007; Oliveira and Rath 2008a; Rath and Kloosterman 2000; Van den Tillaart
2007; WRR 2001). Thus, immigrant entrepreneurship is potentially an interesting avenue
for social mobility and economic development, not just in the receiving but also in the
sending society.
Notwithstanding the recognition of these positive aspects, immigrant entrepreneurship
tends to be portrayed in rather bleak images. In fact, scholars have argued that the representation of immigrant entrepreneurs contrasts with how entrepreneurs are popularly known
and conceived (Basu 2006; Essers and Benschop 2007; Essers 2008). The emphasis in the
mainstream entrepreneurial literature on action, innovation, achievement, and adventure
(Carland et al. 1984; Shane and Venkataraman 2000; Stewart et al. 1998), and the accompanying construction of an archetypical entrepreneur as some kind of “heroic self-made man”
(Ahl 2006, 599)—notably a white man (Essers 2008; Fielden et al. 2003)—seems indeed a
rather far cry from the discourse on immigrant entrepreneurs. Though scholars have also
struck more optimistic notes about why immigrants turn to entrepreneurship (Kloosterman
2003a; Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 2007; Rath 2000c), the notion of business as
immigrants’ “last resort” remains strong; the decision to embark on business would generally not be a matter of taking advantage of market opportunities, but of survival (Basu 2006;
Cologna 2005). While in the literature negative starting motivations prevail (Wauters and
Lambrecht 2008), subsequently also the reality of being in business is often portrayed in
harsh terms. More often than not addressing the immigrants’ relatively limited endowments
in financial and human capital, engagement in dead-end street market segments, small
turnover and profit figures, greater barriers in starting and operating a business, and low
survival rates, many studies still support Rath’s statement—which he made concerning the
Dutch situation in particular—that researchers tend to “treat entrepreneurship as a painful
way to reach integration and focus on the numerous problems these entrepreneurs are
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confronted with” (2000b, 11; see for instance Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 2001; Cologna 2005;
EIM 2004, 2007; Engelen 2002; Essers, Van Naerssen, and Van der Velde 2004; Fresnoza-Flot
and Pécoud 2007; ITS 2007; Ram and Jones 2008). This review also indicates how economic
explanations and appreciations dominate this field of study, ignoring other aspects of immigrants’ entrepreneurial activities. As Van den Tillaart maintains: “The perspectives that ethnic
entrepreneurship offers are still by far sufficiently recognized and utilized” (2007, 91).
Indeed, as I argue in this thesis, to fathom the true potential of business, we must realize this activity may have meaning beyond merely economic measures. The central aim of
this study was therefore to reach a fuller understanding of the variety of meanings, including
material as well as symbolic or psychological aspects, that being an entrepreneur may have
for immigrants. To reach this fuller understanding, the present research focused on a particular group of immigrants, i.e. Filipinos in the Netherlands, as these were believed to offer an
interesting case to study immigrant entrepreneurship.
International migration from the Philippines has reached an immense size, with some
10 percent of the population living and working abroad. Accordingly, international migration
is high on the agenda of the Philippine government and academics have taken great interest
in deciphering the causes, features, overseas experiences, and developmental potential of the
human outflow for the country. Yet within the context of the Netherlands, this immigrant
population has thus far hardly ever been the explicit subject of academic study, especially
not in their capacity of entrepreneurs. Apart from some anecdotal evidence (Van den Muijzenberg 2004), only Van den Tillaart (2001) and Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den Tillaart
(2005) have written in greater detail about the business activities of this group and provide
some hard data.1 This neglect seems a consequence both of the small size and “relative
invisibility” (Van den Muijzenberg 2003, 354) of the Filipino community in this destination
country as well as of their low business participation rate. In 2008, the Filipino community
in the Netherlands consisted of some 14.500 members (CBS Statline 2008); at the time, only
3.7 percent of its labor force was involved in entrepreneurship (based on data from
CBS/KvK 2008 and CBS Statline 2010). Studies of immigrant entrepreneurship in the Netherlands tend to focus overwhelmingly on the larger immigrant populations and those who
display a greater inclination towards business activities (Kloosterman 2003a). Yet precisely
the emergence of this occupational pathway among Filipinos, which is in fact a newly observable phenomenon not only here but also in other countries of destination (Fresnoza-Flot
and Pécoud 2007), offered a fresh opportunity to explore why immigrants turn to entrepreneurship and how they operate business.
Rather than being known as an entrepreneurial immigrant group such as for instance
the Chinese, Filipino immigrants—and especially Filipina immigrants—are predominantly
known in strongly gender stereotypical ways, that is, for their prominent role in the global
health care sector or for their marriages with native men of the adopted societies. Anecdotal
evidence and media writing on Filipinos in the Netherlands suggest the same hackneyed and
sometimes even stigmatizing view (Padilla 1998, 2007; Palpallatoc 1997; Van den Muijzenberg
2004). The fact is that, here too, women dominate within this immigrant group and have
come mostly as midwives and nurses, seamstresses, entertainers, au pairs, and fiancées of
Dutchmen (Van den Muijzenberg 2004). It was this particular migration context and demographic profile of this immigrant group in the Netherlands that formed an additional incen-

1 In 2010, I obtained few more recent figures on Filipino entrepreneurship, based on data from the Dutch
Central Bureau of Statistics and the Chambers of Commerce and computed by the Dutch research institute ITS
(CBS/KvK 2008).
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tive to study Filipinos’ business activities, expected to result in so far un(der)explored
aspects of the phenomenon of immigrant entrepreneurship.
The main question that guided the research was: what meanings does being an entrepreneur have for Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands? This question was broken down into
two elements. The first element comprised the motivations of these immigrants to start a
business. Using the classical push/pull model as a rough guide, this study aimed to identify
the conditions under which Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands decided to become an
entrepreneur, and to determine whether they are in business “by necessity” or “by opportunity” (Bommes and Kolb 2004). The second element concerned the objectives these immigrants pursued with their entrepreneurial activity. These objectives could run the broad
gamut between material goals such as a higher income or the greatest profit and more builtin goals such as autonomy, social status, or “simply” the challenge of running an enterprise
(section 11.4 elaborates some more on both aspects of meaning). To add more depth, the
present study did not investigate these issues for “being an entrepreneur” as such, but for
being an entrepreneur “in a particular line of business,” successively catering (chapter 6),
trade (chapter 7), international recruitment and matchmaking (chapter 8), the travel industry (chapter 9), and DrDr sector (chapter 10). Moreover an important question was why
some immigrants engaged in enterprises that maintained concrete ties to their country of
origin, whereas others confined their scope of action to the country of settlement.
Apart from the empirical insights that studying a hitherto largely ignored group of entrepreneurs may produce, this thesis also sought to make a conceptual contribution to the
ongoing discourses about immigrant business, integration, and transnationalism. I therefore
proposed, and empirically assessed, the inclusion of a transnational perspective to the mixed
embeddedness approach as developed by Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath (1999).

11.2 Conceptual and methodological framework
In the late 1990s, the Dutch academic trio Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath (1999)
developed the “mixed embeddedness approach,” which has become a popular tool to analyze
and explain immigrant entrepreneurship. This approach revolves around the idea that the
immigrants’ “rather concrete embeddedness in social networks” and their “more abstract
embeddedness in the socio-economic and politico-institutional environment of the country
of settlement” (Kloosterman and Rath 2001, 190)—briefly their social and structural embeddedness—in dynamic interaction account for business activity and success among
immigrants. This approach contributed greatly to a more accurate explanation of immigrant
entrepreneurship, yet the developers acknowledged that the concept of mixed embeddedness needed further development (Rath and Kloosterman 2002b, 4).
In this thesis, I proposed one such possible elaboration, consisting of two elements. As I
argued and sought to demonstrate with empirical findings, the study of immigrant entrepreneurship may be enhanced by more deliberately bringing in the aspect of transnationalism to
the concept of mixed embeddedness. Due to intensification of international economic relations, globalization of the media, and time-space compression caused by the technological and
communication evolution, in today’s world more than ever before, people—reasonably
migrants in particular—may construct their identities, form their interests, and base their
decisions in spaces or fields that cross the borders of the country in which they reside. For
this reason, I proposed to consider immigrants’ mixed embeddedness from a transnational
perspective, whether or not an immigrant entrepreneur maintains actual business linkages
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with the country of origin. To take a transnational perspective means paying more deliberate
attention to the enduring influence of political, economic, and/or social conditions and forces
stemming from the immigrants’ former home society, as well as the ongoing material and
immaterial connections and interactions between receiving and sending society, which may
affect immigrants’ business decisions and activities. In other words, this perspective extends
the social space in which immigrants construct and negotiate their entrepreneurial identity
and activity from the receiving country to the transnational field.
Proposing to study the phenomenon of immigrant entrepreneurship from a transnational point of view does however emphatically not imply that all immigrant entrepreneurs
are to be considered to be transnationally embedded—which comprises the second element,
of more definitional nature, that I proposed to add to the idea of mixed embeddedness. While
locally operating immigrants may also feel belonging to the native soil, reflect aspects of
their ethnic-cultural background in the business activities, and maintain other (nonbusiness) types of relations with their origin country, in this study I reserved the notion of
transnational embeddedness for those instances in which immigrants partake in concrete
business ties that unite the country of settlement and of origin in one field of action. To be a
transnational entrepreneur thus requires observable border-crossing activity.

Research methodology
The main empirical body of the present study consisted of 29 cases of Filipino immigrant
entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. Seeking to identify the conditions under which Filipino
immigrants decide to embark on business, their objectives in being an entrepreneur, and the
meanings they thus bring to their entrepreneurial engagement, this study aimed for analytical rather than statistical generalization. Responding to calls in the literature (Peters 2002;
Pütz 2003), it allowed the immigrants to voice their stories and explore their experiences
and perceptions. Consistent with this actor centered form of social inquiry (Mason 2002,
235) the main research method was the qualitative, oral interview. These interviews were
structured according to the life history approach, in which respondents are encouraged to
describe the most important events and experiences in successive phases of their lives—
emphatically, therefore, the interviews not only concerned their “lives as an entrepreneur.”
This method offers the researcher a more thorough understanding of the contextuality of
people’s decisions and the connection between their thoughts and actions. In my experience,
showing interest beyond their engagement in business stimulated the entrepreneurs to open
up and expose sometimes surprisingly sensitive matters and underlying rationales for the
choices they had made.
To counterbalance the risk of “overplaying agency and rationality” (ibid.) inherent in
the oral history method, data collection was not limited to these oral interviews with the
principal characters. Their personal narratives were supplemented with information derived
from a variety of other sources, such as company websites and other promotional materials,
attendance of cultural events and social gatherings, Filipino newsletters, and conferences
and thematic meetings on (Filipino) migration held in the Netherlands. In line with my plea
to take a transnational perspective on immigrants’ mixed embeddedness, fieldwork did
emphatically not take place in the Netherlands alone. During the main period of data collection, between spring 2001 and winter 2005, I stayed in the Philippines three times, for
periods varying between two and five months.2 Here, for those cases of what I called “narrow transnational entrepreneurship,” i.e. ventures in which the immigrant and/or his or her
2

Less intensive data collection continued up until early 2010; during this period I did not visit the Philippines again.
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overseas relatives or close acquaintances are personally involved in the business activities in
the Philippines, I collected the “other side” of the story—in total numbering eight instances.
Apart from observation of the daily organization of these activities, I used semi-structured
oral interviews and more casual conversations to gain insight into the personal perceptions
and experiences of the “home country counterparts.” In more subtle though indispensable
ways, my personal experience of Philippine life and culture helped contextualize the immigrants’ stories and enhance my interpretation of them.

11.3 Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands
The low business inclination of Filipino immigrants has been noted in various destination
countries (Fawcett and Gardner 1994; Fresnoza-Flot & Pécoud 2007; Light 2001; RibasMateos and Oso 2005). In the Netherlands also, there are few Filipino entrepreneurs, though
with the growth of the community, one can observe the emergence of an entrepreneurial
class. According to Van den Muijzenberg (2004) and Spaan, Van Naerssen, and Van den
Tillaart (2005), the activities these enterprising Filipinos carry out, and the way they operate
their businesses, show all the features of incipient or traditional immigrant entrepreneurship.
My survey of 29 cases of Filipino entrepreneurship supported the claim of these scholars. Most of the Filipino entrepreneurs interviewed operated in the traditional market
segments, operating ethnic-oriented trade and services businesses (the latter more specifically including catering establishments, travel agencies, cargo enterprises, and “migration
broker” agencies). Furthermore, they without exception ran micro-scale ventures which they
often started and/or operated on the basis of semi-informal arrangements, regularly made
use of resources found within the own social network of co-ethnics, and generally operated
in highly competitive and nearly saturated markets. Only few entrepreneurs displayed a
distinct profile in that they deliberately kept their distance from the own ethnic group.3
Even as most respondents could thus be characterized as “typical immigrant entrepreneurs” (Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath 2007, 72), many of them also accorded with
what scholars have appointed as the “truly novel” (Portes, Haller, and Guarnizo 2001, 11 –
12) or one of the “most innovative and dynamic phenomena” (Itzigsohn et al. 1999, 322; also
see Wenhong and Wellman 2007, 6) within contemporary migration processes, that is, the
transnational trail, in which immigrants maintain business linkages with the origin country.
Of the 29 survey cases, 18 maintained such border-crossing relations.
While Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands as such broadly resembles the general immigrant business patterns, one clear and distinctive feature is the predominance of
women in business. Two-thirds of the Filipino entrepreneurs who participated in the
present study were women. Accordingly, the business activities of the interviewed Filipino
immigrants shared many similarities with what is commonly observed, or believed, to
feature female entrepreneurship. Beyond the characteristics that female entrepreneurship
shares with “typical immigrant entrepreneurship” (e.g. the small scale, engagement in lowthreshold markets, reliance on the own social networks as market and resource base),
3 Apart from one woman who purposely traded in a non-co-ethnic market as this would challenge her capabilities
more, these entrepreneurs—four guesthouse operators and one restaurant keeper, all established in the city
of Amsterdam—belonged to what could be described as a clique. Precisely since this small group comprised a
rather exceptional case within the survey, I will pay some specific attention to it in the next section; the prior
discussion deals primarily with the common threads of experiences and perceptions observed among the
other entrepreneurs in the survey.
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features that are more specifically brought into connection with women in business, and that
were also often displayed by the respondents, are the prevalence of entrepreneurship as a
part-time activity next to the domestic chores (and sometimes also next to a part-time job
outdoors), the preference of the entrepreneurs to work on their own, and the high proportion of home-based businesses (Carter and Shaw 2006; Thompson, Jones-Evans, and Kwong
2009; Walker and Webster 2004). The literature on female business activity furthermore
suggests a strong orientation towards customer satisfaction and a belief in the “human
touch” (McClelland et al. 2005; Orhan and Scott 2001; Still and Timms 2000a); while this
latter aspect was commonly emphasized by the respondents too, as I will discuss in some
more detail later on, this group of immigrants gave this its own twist.
Aside from these operational features, analysis of the immigrant entrepreneurs’ life histories painted a more nuanced and multi-faceted picture of the conditions and factors that,
working on a variety of spatial levels, led to their entrepreneurial identities and activities.
Their stories moreover gave more profound insight into the spectrum of meanings that
being an entrepreneur may have for immigrants. The next section continues on these meanings, offering the answer to the main research question.

11.4 The meanings of being an entrepreneur
Aiming to unravel what meanings the Filipino immigrants attached to their entrepreneurial
engagement, I focused mostly on the motivations they had to embark on business in the first
place, and on the objectives they pursued with their activities. Following the general literature on small business, the decision to start business can be seen as the outcome of either a
push or a pull towards entrepreneurship. Push factors are associated with negative conditions that force people into business, such as blocked mobility, redundancy, boredom or
frustration, or a need to do the “expected thing.” Pull factors conversely refer to a voluntary
business engagement and include for instance the yearning for autonomy and control, the
desire to innovate or use one’s creative skills, the wish to prove oneself, and a want for
wealth or social status (Alstete 2002; McClelland et al. 2005; Orhan & Scott 2001). The
objectives that entrepreneurs pursue are usually closely related to, or even the same as, the
reasons one had to start a business; notably though, the objectives one sets in business are
subject to change, unlike the “given” starting motivations. Business(wo)men may then aim
for “personal economic objectives” such as a high(er) income or luxury money, or for “personal non-economic objectives” such as independence, self-development, or flexibile working hours; these objectives thus relate to “lifestyle” issues (Mukhtar 2002; Still and Timms
2000a; Walker and Webster 2004). They may also aim for what I labeled “strategic objectives,” which have to do with the performance or desired development of the enterprise
itself, such as achieving maximum profit, growth, or innovation (Begley and Boyd 1987;
Carland et al. 1984; Stewart et al. 1998).4
As noted, it occurs that, when immigrants are concerned, much of the literature shows a
rather one-sided and in fact quite depressing perception of their entrepreneurial involve4 Some researchers argue that “entrepreneurs” aim for strategic objectives, while “business owners” aim for
personal objectives (Carland et al. 1984; Stewart et al. 1998). Reasoning that people in business may aim for
both types of objectives simultanously, such distinction was not deemed relevant in the present study and,
hence, both terms were used interchangeably—next to the term “business(wo)men.” To be more precise, as
not just owning but also operating an enterprise was believed to be a critical aspect of entrepreneurship (see
chapter 5), I used the term “business owner-operator” next to “entrepreneur” and “business(wo)man.”
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ment. Despite the recent reappreciation and more optimistic observations, studies often
postulate that push factors (in particular blocked opportunities in the labor market) dominate in the immigrants’ decision to embark on business, and often, emphasis is put on their
economic vulnerability and marginality (see for instance Engelen 2001; Kloosterman, Van
der Leun, and Rath 1999; Wauters and Lambrecht 2008). The same goes for the perception
of women in business (noted by Ahl 2006; Brush 2006; Hughes 2003; Walker and Webster
2004), probably even more so when immigrant women—who may face the double burden of
gender and ethnicity (Dhaliwal 1998; Essers 2008; McClelland et al. 2005; Mirchandani
1999)—are concerned.
The empirical findings presented in this thesis generally advocate for a more positive
conception of immigrant and, with women dominating in the survey, female entrepreneurship.
Only for a minority of the respondents did push factors play a significant role in their decision to start a business, but even then these entrepreneurs tended to emphasize positive
factors as their main motivations. Entrepreneurship was never merely a “defensive response,” nor “the only option” open to these immigrants; overall, pull factors dominated in
the Filipinos’ stories about why they decided to become an entrepreneur. By and large, the
interviewed Filipinos were driven by the attractiveness of being one’s own boss, in particular by the independence and autonomy that go with that.
Beyond this general characterization and thus more telling, the stories of the respondents showed more specific reasons for and objectives with their engagement in a particular
business sector. Significantly, these reasons and objectives were in the main not predominantly located in the economic realm. Apart from a minority of entrepreneurs for whom
business formed a noteworthy source of income—or was meant to become such—for most
entrepreneurs in the survey, personal economic considerations and strategic objectives
(profit, growth, market share) appeared of minor importance in their business decisionmaking. Hardly any of the respondents identified money issues as a significant factor in their
entrepreneurial pursuits—as they made believe, they were more concerned with nonfinancial aspects. As it thus appears, for the majority of the interviewed Filipino immigrant
entrepreneurs, conducting business entailed different values and objectives to the traditional paradigm based on economic methods of measurement. For them, the purport of their
entrepreneurial involvement first and foremost encompassed social and symbolic aspects; as
they explicated, their entrepreneurial involvement was above all an expression of their
social commitment and a means “to help others”—in particular their fellow countrymen, in
the Netherlands and/or the Philippines.
While the entrepreneurs themselves thus tended to place most emphasis on their dedication and support to their compatriots, analysis of their stories and ways of storytelling and
other fieldwork findings indicate how their enterprises also served more self-interested
goals. In fact, it often appeared that the meanings that the enterprise according to the owneroperators would have for the larger group, were also the meanings the enterprise fulfilled
for them personally. These meanings revolved broadly around three intertwined themes:
connecting, identity and self-representation, and making home in the Netherlands.

Connecting
Most Filipino entrepreneurs in the present study purposely targeted the compatriots as their
prospective clientele. As they explained it, their business activities preserved and encouraged
cohesion within the immigrant community and with the country of origin. Next to functioning
as a meeting desk and promoting solidarity by supporting community events and organizations (which, obviously, also helped them gain a good reputation within the ethnic group),
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they helped their compatriots maintain their primordial ties, mostly those based on family
obligations, across the distance. Yet, while stressing the bonding meaning of their enterprises for their co-ethnics, it appeared that the enterprises often worked for themselves in
similar ways. DrDr agents for instance made personal use of their own services to send
private goods to their families in the Philippines; travel agents used their business connections to frequently go “back home” and visit friends and relatives. While these business
owner-operators could thus conveniently avail of their business to satisfy their own wish to
maintain old ties, these ethnic-oriented businesses furthermore functioned as a tool, or actual
place, to be in contact with compatriots in the adopted country. In fact, developing and/or
maintaining social relations with co-ethnics turned out a personal objective shared by most
Filipino entrepreneurs, yet likely even stronger by the women who had come to marry a
native man. These women more than once felt somewhat isolated from their ethnic-cultural
roots and experienced their “narrow social embeddedness” (referring to household, family,
and other close relations) as too narrow, meaning both having too few acquaintances and
being “too Dutch.” For these women, the enterprise served as a means to become broader
socially embedded, be it, in first instance, mostly within the own ethnic group. Yet as the
entrepreneurs over time involved native Dutch friends and institutions in their networks,
business also worked to connect beyond the own ethnic group and bridge to wider society.

Identity and self-representation
As linking up, maintaining, and possibly breaking connections has everything to do with
identification and identity development, many Filipino enterprises turned out to have great
significance for the immigrants’ identity formation and self-representation, again both on the
individual and the collective level. Following from the previous discussion, for most respondents, being an entrepreneur within the Filipino community served to maintain the ethnic
identity—or in fact sometimes regain it, as some women, especially those married to a
Dutchman, suggested they had lost some of this in the process of migration. Entrepreneurship
so gave expression to their wish for emotional identification with their roots. Women furthermore repeatedly referred to their pre-migratory independent lifestyles and working
careers, which indicates they seemed to believe that their enterprises helped them recuperate some of their previous identities as self-reliant women. Besides obtaining their own
space of autonomy within their (bicultural) marriages, the enterprise also worked to make
the business owner-operators more known within the Filipino community and provided
them their own place in it—one with particular prestige in fact, since, as said, walking the
entrepreneurial path is rather uncommon among Filipino migrants. Hence, business engagement served as important markers of the individual ethnic and professional identity.
Importantly though, while pursuing self-development and public recognition, most women
were also strongly committed to their role in the family, both as a mother and a wife in the
Dutch-based household and, as I will discuss in greater detail later in this chapter, as a
daughter, aunt, or sister in the overseas family. In a way, these women seemed to consider
their business as the intersection of their ethnic, professional, and gender identities.
Various entrepreneurs in addition suggested how this displaying of identity, and fueling
a sense of dignity, stretched beyond them personally. Several women explained, with obvious irritation, how the general—native—public would often insultingly see and stigmatize
Filipina women as the “domestic slaves” or “loving ladies” of Dutchmen. As these businesswomen saw it, their enterprises also worked to campaign for broader respect and a better
image of “their group” and of Filipino culture in larger society.
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Home making
The third aspect that recurred when asked why the Filipino immigrants had engaged in
business or what they envisioned with their enterprises, evolved around the notion of “home
making.” As suggested before, this home making often did not so much refer to “making a
living” or “sustaining the household.” For most female business owner-operators, the economic
viability of their enterprises was not their main concern as their spouses were the main
breadwinners and economic “survival” in the Netherlands was thus already secured. For
these entrepreneurs, the home making of their business engagement was in the meaning
they thereby gave to their lives beyond that of being a mother and a wife: through their
entrepreneurial activities, they participated in the well-being of others outside their private
realm. This part in other people’s lives was strikingly akin to the function their enterprises
fulfilled for themselves: they helped others to be at home in the Netherlands. Rather than as
business(wo)men, the respondents tended to envision themselves as social workers, troubleshooters, and ‘hands-on’ experts in getting around in the Netherlands. Through their enterprises (and social ways of operating them), they believed they were helping their migrated
compatriots adapt to the new environment. Fascinatingly, while their enterprises thus gave
meaning to their existence in the Netherlands and gave the owner-operators, as one woman
tellingly said, the “right to be here,” this was for many of them achieved by maintaining real
or symbolic ties to the origin country. In other words, their enterprises made them, and their
customers, feel more at home in the Netherlands, but it did so through the connections it
allowed them to maintain and preserve with their old home.
The appeal of transnational business
Whereas for most Filipino immigrants, running an enterprise meant a unique opportunity to
connect, develop and express identity, and build a home away from home, a transnational
enterprise seemed to be perceived as serving these functions—or entailing these meanings—
better than a domestic one. In fact, rather than being a tool to build a home away from home,
these enterprises allowed the owner-operators, to, in very concrete ways, build for themselves a home that still included the old home. As such, they built a dual home—or perhaps
more accurately: one home in transnational space, with anchorages in both the origin and
settlement country. Transnational business linkages pre-eminently respond to the desire to
reproduce cultural practices and customs to maintain the ethnic identity in the adopted
country, as well as to the desire to maintain more or less stable social and economic (and for
some presumably also a kind of political) relations and engagement with the society of origin.
Through transnational linkages, the Philippines becomes tangible for the immigrant business(wo)men and plays a central role in their everyday lives in the Netherlands; in a way, the
transnational becomes localized in their daily routine. In short, a transnational enterprise
offers the concrete opportunity to live a transnational life, in which “here” and “there” are
complementary rather than a field of ambivalent imaginations, nostalgia, and fantasies.
Notably, transnational activity served this function not just for the business owneroperators themselves, but, in a more symbolic or imagined way, also for their customers—
which formed its own particular attraction to becoming a transnational entrepreneur. Being
a transnational entrepreneur meant being, in more concrete ways than domestic Filipinooriented entrepreneurs, the saver of old ties and traditions, the go-between, the glue that
binds together remote societies and individuals—and because of all this, being a key figure
within the Filipino community, in the current and former home society. Thus, transnational
enterprises were appreciated as tools to define and enhance the immigrants’ social position
in the society of settlement, while these ventures simultaneously embed them in a participa-
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tory way in the everyday affairs of the society of origin. Being personally connected, and for
others being the connection, to that remote region seemed to be perceived as giving the
business owner-operators not just a right to exist in the adopted country but also the enduring right to exist in the former home country. More than for (expected) economic gain, it was
for this emotional or symbolic surplus value that a business linked to the Philippines was
seen as some kind of ideal, more desirable and desired than a domestic enterprise. However,
not all immigrants felt this way about their entrepreneurial engagement, as shown by the
case of the “Monday-club members.”

The case of the Monday-club members
As indicated, within the survey, a small group of entrepreneurs (four guesthouse operators
and, to a lesser extent, a restaurant keeper; see chapter 6) stood out in the different meanings they attached to their entrepreneurial activity compared to the picture described above,
the main difference being that these meanings were strikingly unrelated to their ethnic
origin. In fact, the entire existence of these immigrants evolved largely outside the ethnic
context, which was their deliberate choice. For these entrepreneurs, this purposely chosen
distance had to do with the non-acceptance in their country of birth, by their parents as well
as by society at large, of their homosexuality. Their migration to the Netherlands was an
escape from their Philippine descent; in view of that, these men did not feel a strong wish to
keep close to their origin country, or to mingle with compatriots in the adopted country.
Instead, they bonded on the basis of their homosexuality (naming their “pocket of gathering”
(Parreñas 2001) the Monday-Club, after the weekly night of meeting)—which for some of
them in fact boiled down to a rejection, or even denial of their Filipino-ness.
Accordingly, even though their enterprises sometimes did show some signs of their
ethnic-cultural background (the restaurant served typical Filipino dishes, the name of one of
the guesthouses was a play on a Tagalog term), their business activities did not have a
purposeful “connecting meaning,” nor did the business function to maintain, or regain, the
ethnic identity or stay close (real or imagined) to the origin country. More than for most
other entrepreneurs included in the present study, their enterprises comprised a home away
from home—more accurately: for them, that old home hardly existed anymore. Instead of
living life in transnational space, and of aspiring to do so, these entrepreneurs lived very
local lives, strongly anchored within the city of Amsterdam—as it was here where they could
live life as they wanted: a life of freedom. Their businesses facilitated this life, offering them
their main or sole source of livelihood as well as the money and flexibility to pursue other
interests. In that sense, though neither for these entrepreneurs the “highest profit” was the
main goal of their business engagement, money considerations generally played a more
prominent role in their stories than in those of most other interviewed Filipino entrepreneurs; their enterprise primarily served to defray the desired “free lifestyle.”

11.5 Conceptual considerations
Having discussed the major empirical findings and answered the main research question,
this section focuses on the conceptual question of whether and how a transnational perspective has contributed to a fuller understanding of immigrants’ entrepreneurial activities. I
argue there are broadly three ways in which this perspective has done so. Yet, and I would
say of course, each study has its shortcomings and leaves, or raises, voids of knowledge to
fill. Thus, after addressing the merits I ascribe to the transnational perspective, this section
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also discusses the limitations of the present study and presents various suggestions for
further research.

Additional insight into immigrant entrepreneurs’ mixed embeddedness
As indicated, the interviewed Filipino entrepreneurs were generally not a startling challenge
to the traditional paradigm on immigrant enterprise in terms of the markets they targeted
and the products or services they offered: most of them worked in typical immigrant sectors
and were predominantly oriented towards the own ethnic group. Importantly, and contrary
to how the literature tends to portray this, for these immigrants, their engagement in the
lower value-added segments of the market was generally not to be taken as a token of
frustrated attempts to build life in the adopted country or of being doomed to a marginal
existence. While the ultimately small size of the Filipino market in the Netherlands presumably forms a structural barrier to the expansion of Filipino-oriented trade and services, for
the entrepreneurs who participated in the present study, the apparent knowledge that their
market was essentially captive did not keep them from engaging in it and was generally not
perceived as a serious problem. Price competition did reduce their profits, yet the highest
profit was usually not the main objective anyway. Linking up to native and usually unknown
others and searching for potentially more profitable business niches in the so-called postindustrial growth sectors (Kloosterman 2003b) was not what they were primarily interested
in; rather than wanting to be some kind of innovative entrepreneur, for many, the “obvious
business” or “easy business” was what met their aspirations and intentions: these enterprises allowed them to, as discussed in the previous section, link up with compatriots, develop
and express identity, and make home, primarily in emotional sense, in the Netherlands.
As for most entrepreneurs, the own ethnic group thus formed the primary focus of their
activities, many of the socio-cultural conditions and processes observed in previous studies
on immigrant enterprise help explain their business activities: ethnic-cultural beliefs and
conducts, mutual solidarity, and social networks played an important role in why and how
they operated business. Much of their entrepreneurial involvement revolved around Filipino
values such as utang na loob and pakikisama, which allude to the strong sense of reciprocity
and feelings of camaraderie and group togetherhness (Dizon-Añonuevo 2002, 29; Mulder
1997; Torres D´Mello 2001). These values constituted both a source of aid and a loyal clientele to the enterprise. They also formed an important part of the market for the enterprises,
fueling the demand for particular products and services. Many of the transnational linkages
would not exist without the Filipino norms that prescribe enduring kinship responsibilities
and group solidarity, despite—or perhaps precisely the more because of—the geographical
distance between the old and the new home. At the same time as the interviewed entrepreneurs catered to, and utilized, the Filipinos’ sense of collectivism and reciprocity, this was
also what inspired many of them to start their business and run in it in a particular way.
Offering products or services that meet the desires of their compatriots was their way of
showing solidarity and contributing to the community’s well-being, in the current and/or
former home society. Maintaining linkages to the country of origin was, as noted, perceived
to do so best and was therefore repeatedly presented as the ideal or goal.
Yet the empirical findings showed how entrance into, and activity in, the transnational
field is not merely a matter of personal ambition and conducive ethnic-cultural values ruling
in the immigrant setting; structural conditions (in the present study particularly political
ones) and broader societal forces and normative tendencies also work to encourage—or
discourage—this. The case of the DrDr services (chapter 10) showed such encouraging
influences most clearly, while the case of the migration brokers (chapter 8) illustrated best
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the negative side of the equation. Facilitating the cheap inflow of the immigrants’ pasalubongs in predefined balikbayan boxes, the Philippine government is a direct drive behind the
transnational DrDr industry. In general and more subtle ways, its “national and ethnic
boundary work” (McKay 2004) or project of “transnational reincorporation” (Guarnizo and
Smith 1998, 7) can be seen as a factor, operating from above, that contributes to the emergence of business activities among the overseas nationals—not just the DrDr services but
any kind of ethnic-oriented enterprise, including the ones that operate locally. Strongly
propagating a sense of nationhood, spirit of communal unity, and ties of obligation towards
those left behind, the Philippine government works in tandem with immigrant entrepreneurs to (re)create an imagined community outside the territories of the native soil and so
encourages a demand for ethnic-cultural merchandise and services.
The context in which the migration brokers operated their ventures was considerably
less favorable. Interestingly, very much the same traditional notions on women’s roles in
society formed here both the opportunity and the impediment to business. The opportunity
was found, so these immigrant entrepreneurs thought, in the migration aspirations of their
female compatriots in the Philippines and the simultaneous demands for nurses, au pairs,
and brides in their own country of settlement. The widespread use of gendered, and often
also ethnicized and racialized, stereotypes of (Filipina) women to promote them on the
global labor and marriage market has however engendered notable negative media attention
and general controversy in the adopted country against international recruitment and
introduction agencies. Combined with the noted “moral panic” in large sections of the native
population on the entrance of foreigners (Pijpers 2006; Snel 2003a), these public tendencies
certainly frustrated the activities, and success, of the interviewed migration brokers. In
addition, their efforts to bring in female compatriots were hampered, in even more severe
ways, by the Dutch migration policies. More than they do for men, these policies hinder and
reduce women’s possibilities to come to the Netherlands, which according to critics is the
result of conventional and normative ideas regarding women’s roles in society (Kraus
2003a). Without further elaboration, clearly, this particular segment of transnational space
is strongly featured by structural and normative constraints based on global inequalities
determined by gender, race/ethnicity, and class.
These observations show how transnational space, rather than a uniform space, is a
complex and varied terrain, with some parts more readily accessible than others. Clearly,
transnational activity requires navigation between coexisting and sometimes harmonious
and sometimes contradictory forces; the probability and success of business openings hinges
on the particular interplay and intertwinement, in a historically specific context, of the
immigrants’ social embeddedness with broader societal, economic, and political conditions
in the sending and receiving society simultaneously. A transnational perspective, better than
a focus on the local/national level in which immigrants physically settle down, uncovered
how social processes and phenomena as well as structural conditions unfolding in remote
areas affect immigrants’ entrepreneurial pursuits. Not just that, it also revealed the junction
of these processes, phenomena, and conditions “from afar” with processes, phenomena, and
conditions “from nearby,” together providing the context in which immigrants live their
daily lives and, as part of that, operate business.
At the same time as these insights—in rather self-evident ways—allow for a greater understanding of the emergence of transnational business activity, they, in very much the same
though likely more un(der)recognized way, also enhance our understanding of the emergence
of local business activity among immigrants, and of the meanings that the owner-operators
bring to this occupation. They help explain why entrepreneurs, despite an apparent wish to
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link up with the former home society, refrain from ‘going transnational’—and, nonetheless,
may feel satisfied with and proud of their business achievements: a local enterprise also allows
them to play the desired focal role in the ethnic community. This study further shows that, for
people testing the waters of self-employment, a local enterprise (or the “obvious” business)
may be a logical start of their career and perhaps function as a stepping stone to the more
demanding (and more esteemed) activity of transnational enterprise.
At the same time, a transnational perspective on immigrants’ mixed embeddedness also
explains why some immigrants do not feel a desire to link up with the native soil, but prefer
to stay local and cater to a general public. Such business decision does not necessarily need
to be based (only) on entrepreneurial rationales such as better business prospects in the
local-and-general market (compared to the usually highly competitive and captive ethnic
markets in the immigrants’ societies of settlement), but may also have to do with conditions
in the origin country that the immigrant no longer wants to deal with. This was shown by the
“the Monday-Club members” whose non-co-ethnic entrepreneurial outlook was at least
partly to be understood in terms of their personal experience of non-acceptance—for being
homosexuals—and ignorance in the country of birth.
In these more obvious and more subtle ways, I would argue a transnational perspective
indeed offered additional insight into the immigrants’ mixed embeddedness, both when this
embeddedness stretched into the country of origin and when it remained confined to the
adopted society. In addition, the findings obtained by taking a transnational perspective
underscore the argument that business emergence and success must be considered beyond
the usual economic parameters to include also the more emotional dimension.

Additional insight into immigrant entrepreneurs’ multiple embeddedness
Beyond highlighting the role of the ethnic group (which, after all, is nothing new in the study
of immigrant business), a transnational perspective drew attention to the multiple social
alliances that immigrants maintain and illuminated the sometimes conflicting expectations
and obligations ensuing from these various alliances. This ensemble of social forces was
particularly shown within the family context.
Academic studies and advocacy writing on Filipinas’ bicultural marriages tend to portray a rather troubled picture of these matrimonial bonds, for a great part ensuing, it is
reasoned, from the different, and incompatible, expectations that both parties have of the
other: while women from the Philippines may expect a “more modern man” with room to
develop or even reinvent themselves as individuals, native men imagine Filipina women to
be “more conservative” and devoted to their spouses and children (Del Rosario 2005; Lauser
2008; see chapter 8). Problems observed to arise from these often more imagined than real
notions of what constitutes a successful marriage are, apart from other forms of abuse,
broken dreams and emotional distress when the women are frustrated in pursuing their
personal ambitions (Padilla 2007).
This study advanced a different picture of the bicultural marriage. By and large, the
women I spoke with were strong and confident women, who seemed quite content with
their lives in the Netherlands. Though problems were not absent, the women generally
spoke positively about their marriage with a Dutchman. Instead of limiting their personal
aspirations, a considerable number of the women emphasized how their Dutch husbands
provided moral and practical support in their efforts to build a new, and self-fulfilling, life in
the Netherlands, including their entrepreneurial activities. Interestingly, in contrast to
earlier studies that found the co-ethnic wives of immigrants to usually play a supportive
though hidden and un(der)recognized role in their husbands’ enterprises (see for instance
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Barrett, Jones, and McEvoy 1996; Leung 2004; Raghuram and Hardill 1998), the present
research repeatedly established the native male partners of immigrant women to be the
“silent contributors” in business (taken from Dhaliwal (1998), who, tellingly, used this term
in respect to Asian women in business). Moreover, unlike a strong belief in the female
entrepreneurship literature that work and domestic responsibilities comprise two distinct
and in fact often conflicting realms for women (Ahl 2006; Fielden et al. 2003; McClelland et
al. 2005; Mitra 2002), the interviewed Filipina businesswomen by and large seemed to
consider their entrepreneurial pursuit as a project that supported both their personal
aspirations and their roles as a mother and a wife. Without cutting back on their childrearing
and marital tasks, their enterprises allowed them to carve out their own site of determination, both within the private realm and in the public space.
At the same time though, the personal narratives of the respondents also repeatedly
showed how these women were not free from traditional gender expectations. Fascinatingly,
more than to their role as a mother and wife in the Dutch-based household, these expectations pertained to their role as a daughter, aunt, or sister in the family left behind. Many
women explained that their migration had not diminished—in fact, had often intensified—the
culturally defined duty to take care of relatives in the origin country. Their entrepreneurial
activities repeatedly turned out a means to comply with these enduring expectations from
and obligations towards family in the Philippines. Various women for instance explained they
had started their business in order to earn some extra money from which they could remit
some to their overseas families. Entrepreneurship was also in more inventive ways used to
comply with the traditional Filipino gender roles: most DrDr operators made use of their own
services to send remittances in kind to kin; several other immigrant entrepreneurs employed
relatives in the Philippines in the business so these latter could earn their own income and
would be less dependent on their migrated family member(s) for their subsistence.
Ironically, the drive for more autonomy that underpinned many women’s step into
business sometimes had an antecedent in the conventional Filipino expectations for support.
For some women, these conventional norms, in turn, clashed with their “new lives” and so
engendered some resistance or ambivalence. In a few cases, this resistence derived from the
incomprehension or unwillingness of the Dutch spouse to time and again give up part of his
income to support his wife’s overseas family. With him not understanding why she would
still need, or desire, to take care of literally and figuratively remote family members when
she had her own husband and children to look after, the desired independence that some
women mentioned as their main motivation for business (and usually understood as a “pull”
towards or inner drive behind business) entailed an element of force or necessity after all,
and involved both an emotional as well as a very concrete, i.e. economic, component. This in
fact was one of the most notable instances in which difficulties in living with a native partner
showed up in the women’s stories. But even then, these women, as well as other women,
expressed how they for their part had come to personally feel less inclined to uncritically
comply with the altruistic role dictated on them by Philippine culture.
This study thus showed how women turned the tensions arising from the transnational,
and cross-cultural, encounter of gender roles into a project feasible for the two private
realms in which they were embedded: through business, a productive activity, Filipina
businesswomen served, combined, and sometimes even literally united (as in the “narrow
transnational enterprise”) two different reproductive spheres. They thus managed to coordinate and negotiate competing responsibilities and roles by connecting and integrating
their private and public spaces in one transnational field of action. As such observing and
navigating “modern” and “traditional” values and lifestyles, these women ensured enduring
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love and respect from their overseas relatives, in some cases bypassed their native spouse’s
incomprehension, and all the while worked to satisfy their own desire for self-development
and invest themselves with a larger measure of personal autonomy.
These observations underscore the need to consider immigrants’ social embeddedness
beyond the market that they cater to; immigrants (and their entrepreneurial activities) are
also embedded in other social structures, and these too may influence their business decisions. These social structures operate on multiple spatial scales—possibly across transnational fields—and offer opportunities as well as constraints to individual agency. The
present study showed in particular how the emergence and features of Filipino enterprise
cannot be fully understood without taking note of the household as well as the wider kin
(even when living miles away) as interactively comprising part of the immigrants’ social
embeddedness. At least part of the Filipino immigrants’ entrepreneurial activities were an
expression of, and answer to, the enduring influence of cultural values regarding women’s
role in the family. In fact, they were expressive of an interaction of these gendered values
with values in the receiving society, which was not always unproblematic. Gender is different in different cultural contexts, and so the social field in which Filipina immigrants (especially those in bicultural marriages) live and make decisions features sometimes competing
responsibilities, and expectations thereof. Taking a transnational view on their existence
helped identify and unravel these different yet overlapping and interacting sets of relations
that immigrants maintain and the roles or identities that they have within each of these sets
of relations. Yet these identities, or roles, are not static but (may) change over time, and they
do so in interaction with the entrepreneurial identity. This brings me to the third way in
which I believe the transnational perspective allows for greater insight into immigrants’
business undertakings.

Additional insight into immigrant entrepreneurs’ identity negotiations
Multiple alliances mean multiple identities. The social structures in which one is embedded
influence the construction of identity, or indeed multiple identities. The social, cultural, and
economic confrontations that immigrants go through when moving countries (and likely even
more so when marrying a native man) obviously don’t leave their “former” personalities—
and roles—untouched. A transnational perspective illuminated how the characteristics of the
migration process affect and challenge these pre-migratory personalities and roles, and how
the entrepreneurial identity was affected by and affects them. It thus shed light on the fluidity, situatedness, and dynamism of the immigrants’ entrepreneurial identity, caused by its
transnational (and often cross-cultural) intersections with other identity forming structures.
The case of Filipino entrepreneurs showed this in particular with regard to their ethnic and
gender identities, and then in two rather contrasting ways.
First, for the interviewed gay entrepreneurs in Amsterdam (in particular the B&B keepers, see chapter 6), migration seemed to entail a near forthright liberating experience: their
stories strongly revolved around the freedom they had obtained by switching countries.
Their migration was a purposeful disembedding from their old social world. These men,
now, lived as “free men,” with which they referred to a life unbound by confining ethnic
affiliations, including the Filipino interpersonal manners and strong family obligations. The
dynamism and fluidity of their identities shows in that they have—to greater or lesser
degree—cast off their, what they felt to be imprisoning, Filipino identity and, instead, foregrounded their free (yet quite locally situated, viz. in the city of Amsterdam) and homosexual
identities. Equating the Netherlands with a “free country” and Amsterdam in particular with
a “free city,” and stressing how they felt they belonged here, these men seemed to, in a way,
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align their free identities not just with their shaken off Filipino-ness but also with an assumed “Dutch” identity, or perhaps even with an “Amsterdam” identity.
At the same time as these men articulated their dissociation from their ethnic roots, this
also denoted a liberation from the Filipino gender regime. After all, their frustration on their
previous lives in the Philippines greatly concerned what was accepted there (and not) as
masculine and feminine, specifically in the field of sexuality—gender norms with which they
were not able, or not willing, to comply. The Netherlands, Amsterdam in particular, meant
for them a much more tolerant gender regime with homosexuality there being, as one of
them put it, “just another way to express sexuality.” Thus, next to or in fact as part of their
shift in ethnic identity, their gender identity has also changed—at the very least, these men
have obtained greater space to (sexually) feel, identify, and behave themselves in the way
they want. Their entrepreneurial involvement fits with these gender and ethnic identity
shifts, as it directly ensues from their craving for freedom and autonomy, reflects—as they
see it—their “free spirits” (and hardly anything of their Filipino background), and offers
them the opportunity to live the desired “free life.”
For many of the interviewed women, the situation seemed somewhat more complex.
More than for the gays who claimed to be no longer bothered by conflicting claims and
expectations of how to behave and live life, the women’s stories spoke of the tensions and
ambivalences that arise between the immigrants’ multiple roles and identities when they
build a new life outside the country of birth. Many Filipino entrepreneurial activities, including the wider benevolent efforts that most business(wo)men carried out through their
business, were expressly grounded in the owner-operators’ ethnic identity, in their feelings
of camaraderie with their compatriots, and in their general sense of reciprocity towards the
native soil. While most entrepreneurs accordingly considered their enterprises more of a
social service than an economic venture, it however also seemed expected to be operated
that way. Various field observations (specifically of gossip practices) indicated how a supposedly “non-social” way of operating business, i.e. a distant or business-wise customer treatment and a supposedly stronger adherence to self-interested goals rather than to the common
well-being, provoked discontent and repudiation by compatriots, presumably because this was
considered a commercialization of ties that were expected to be based on ethnic solidarity.
Thus, in the way they communicated and interacted with their clientele, the (Filipino-oriented)
entrepreneurs had to adhere to rules of conduct that reflected their shared ethnic-cultural
backgrounds. Tellingly, when speaking about this supposedly “non-social way of doing business,” respondents also described this as “the Dutch way of running business.” In line with
that, the expected “social way of doing business,” i.e. showing personal commitment to the
customers, was repeatedly referred to as “the Filipino way of doing business.” These respondents’ framework of reference was ethnicity, different from the general perception in the
entrepreneurial literature of the “human touch” in the business operations as a typical female
attribute (McClelland et al. 2005; Orhan and Scott 2001; Still and Timms 2000a).
Some entrepreneurs struggled with the dilemma to choose a position between solidarity
and autonomy, as they felt they had to operate business in a way that complied (too much)
with the expectations of their co-ethnics in order to not incur their displeasure. As such,
business decisions were the result of a process of negotiation between one’s aspired personal
independence and self-achievement and the Filipinos’ stressed values of interdependence and
reciprocity amongst compatriots. At the same time, various entrepreneurs also expressed
how they in some situations would appear to adhere to a given sets of Filipino traditions and
essentialised cultural norms, while in other situations they identified and behaved themselves more according to what they believed were the Dutch customs. Putting their know-
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ledge of the two cultures in which they were embedded to strategic use, these entrepreneurs
thus seemed to command both a more fixed or traditional, as well as a more hybrid ethnic
identity, between which they could flexibly switch according to the demands of the context.
Such hybridization, played out or expressed through one’s entrepreneurial activities,
was also shown on the level of the private realm; here, the reconstruction of the women’s
gender identity surfaced more clearly as well. As discussed in the previous section, the
women’s enterprises more than once directly supported the family left behind. As such, the
female business owner-operators did not trespass the culturally defined and gender-specific
ideologies of their origin country. Notably though, rather than uncritically following the
traditional Filipino codes of conduct, these women through their businesses obtained greater agency to determine when and what support they gave to members of their extended
family. As these women themselves explained, it was their re-embedding in Dutch society
(and particularly their marriages with a Dutchman) that had engendered feelings of ambivalence regarding the Filipino family values and had over time made them internalize some of
the “Dutch customs and values.” Claiming their own autonomy in how to carry out their
role(s) within the Filipino family, these women thus negotiated the conventional Filipino
notions of femininity, and in fact assumed, or actually created for themselves, a new hybridized gender identity within the extended family. Business as such comprised a path towards empowerment, not just (and perhaps not even first and foremost) within the Dutch
household but also within the extended family; their greater personal latitude was local and
transnational at the same time. Thus, rather than something that “is,” gender is something
that is “accomplished” (Ahl 2006, 597).
In conclusion, both the case of “the” gays and of “the” women show, in their own specific ways, how gender and ethnicity are important markers of a person’s identity, and through
that also important factors in shaping one’s entrepreneurial identity. Such connections
between ethnicity, gender, and immigrant entrepreneurship has remained an un(der)explored
terrain (Essers 2008); sexual orientation as a distinct, though gender/ethnicity related,
identity marker has similarly hardly received any attention in the literature on immigrant
entrepreneurship. A transnational perspective has made more visible the wider and more
complex set of factors and forces, within and across each of immigrants’ places of attachment, that impinge on the creation, negotiation, and reproduction of social identities, including the entrepreneurial one. It illuminated how immigrants’ entrepreneurial practices
cannot be entirely understood separately from the social construction of ethnic and gender
identities in the regime they left; nor can they be understood separately from this in the
regime in which they settle down. The transnational perspective made subsequently reasonable how immigrants, through their business, may reconcile these former and modern
regimes and in the process, purposely or subconsciously, in fact transcend them and reinvent themselves. Indeed, identities are both network bound and socially determined, as well
as hybrid and strategically chosen (Guarnizo and Smith 1998, 20). This encourages us to
consider how identities are constructed and negotiated through ideas and social realities
that are not locally bounded—even when these identities themselves seem quite strongly
locally bound, as with the gays in Amsterdam.

Suggestions for future studies
This study’s focus on one particular immigrant population in one particular destination
country calls for comparative studies. One such comparison could be with entrepreneurial
Filipinos elsewhere in the world, especially in societies where they, like in the Netherlands,
have resettled “permanently.” As noted, Filipino immigrant entrepreneurship, anywhere, has
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so far hardly received explicit attention. Therefore, study of Filipino entrepreneurship in
other places, and comparing the findings with those of this research, may yield more insight
into the internal dynamics of this immigrant group, as well as into the impact of other social
structures in which they are embedded, such as the private household or “society at large”.
Study of their business activities in other destination countries might moreover illuminate
better the bearing of structural conditions, in particular the role of national or local economies as well as the role of the receiving governments, in shaping the opportunities and
limitations for the emergence of entrepreneurship among Filipinos.
Another example of a likely enlightening comparative study is with other female immigrant entrepreneurs in the Netherlands. Apart from the recent and insightful study of Essers
(2008) on Turkish and Moroccan businesswomen in the Netherlands, there has so far hardly
been any explicit academic attention for female immigrant entrepreneurship in this country.
Hence, study of female entrepreneurship would be valuable in its own right, while comparing the findings collected among different entrepreneurial immigrant women groups would
be helpful in clearing up the particular ways in which ethnicity intersects with gender and
affects business activity. In view of the considerable number of bicultural marriages in the
Netherlands, and the likeliness that this phenomenon is set to increase, it would be particularly interesting to study other immigrant businesswomen with a native Dutch spouse and to
examine whether and how these latter are involved in the enterprise.
Apart from the additional or deeper insights that comparative studies like these would
yield on Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands, a focused study on this immigrant
group—like the present one—could be enhanced or expanded in several ways. It would, for
instance, be interesting to see whether a Filipino researcher would reach similar findings. As
I argued, the different ethnic-cultural backgrounds of the respondents and me appeared
fruitful in identifying the deeper reasons for their actions. The tension that this difference
generated seemed to make the respondents more conscious of the backgrounds of their
actions and provoked more elaborate explanations. However, it also might have led to an
“ethnizication” of the answers and so to a stronger emphasis on the ethnic-cultural factor.
Wittingly or unconsciously, the interviewees may have manipulated their stories by
representing themselves in a certain light—with for many of them, their “distinct Filipinoness” as the primary axis of representation. In interaction with a co-ethnic researcher, the
Filipino entrepreneurs might shed a different light on their decisions and actions, or bring up
aspects of their existence which they felt inappropriate to express in their contact with me.
Another set of research suggestions pertains to the integration/transnationalism nexus.
The present study gave some attention to the changes in the immigrants’ entrepreneurial
outlooks over the course of their lives. Various immigrants asserted they intended to expand
their business horizon and start catering also to a more general public once they were more
securely established within the own group, or once their household situation allowed for
greater time investment in their entrepreneurial pursuits; other cases gave evidence of such a
process towards broader and more heterogeneous social embedding in the adopted society. I
suggest further exploration of this, especially focusing on how changes in entrepreneurial
activity are connected to changes in the social relations that immigrants maintain within the
settlement country and with the origin country. This provides more insight into the question of
whether, how, and when an initial embeddedness within the own ethnic group precedes the
development of a more diverse social network in the country of settlement. It also bears on the
question of the resilience of transnational identification and behavior. As this thesis indicated
briefly, people can become more, less, or differently transnational, i.e. strengthen, weaken, or
change their relations with the native soil. The conditions and circumstances under which these
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processes occur, the role of the business in this, and the wider implications for the settlement
and origin societies, are worth further attention.
Following on this, more elaborate study could also be done on the various backward
and forward linkages that immigrant enterprises generate overseas, including their consequences for the existing social, political, economic, and cultural order. The present research
gave an idea of how entrepreneurial activities by immigrants may challenge their kinship
relations and modify cultural agreements; future research could devote itself more to the
influence of (female) immigrants’ business pursuits on prevailing socio-economic arrangements and socio-cultural notions in the origin country, particularly on gendered expectations and women’s role in the (extended) family.
Another interesting follow-up to this study, which was limited only to first-generation
immigrants, would be to examine the transnational orientation of second-generation immigrant business owner-operators. Thus far, little research has been done in the Netherlands
on the cross-border networks maintained by immigrant entrepreneurs; in this, the second
generation has been particularly disregarded (Van den Tillaart 2007).5 The findings presented here suggest that for first-generation Filipino immigrants, transnational activity
bears first and foremost an emotional or symbolic meaning. Plausibly, for the offspring of
immigrants, the inclination to maintain transnational ties may be less, or of different intent
and nature, as they may feel less belonging to their (grand)parents’ country of birth and may
maintain more easily relations outside the ethnic group in the country of settlement. So how
transnational is this group, and for what reasons? Is it perhaps more “strictly businesswise”
related to the origin country and is its transnational entrepreneurship more of an economic
or strategic choice rather than an emotional affair?
Clearly, the transnational behavior of immigrants, its underpinnings, and its outcomes
still raise many questions, which in the current uproar on the (un)desirability of the multicultural society have become even more pertinent. The focus of the present study on the
possible interactions between the immigrants’ former and current home country and how
these affect immigrants’ incorporation was therefore relevant in itself. Yet the transnational
perspective as taken in this thesis also constitutes a flaw. Defining transnationalism as such a
two-sided phenomenon ignores the other border-crossing relations that immigrants may
maintain (especially with compatriots residing elsewhere in the world), as well as the factors
or conditions from beyond their origin and destination country that just as well may affect
their entrepreneurial decisions. Therefore, as a final suggestion for research, I would like to
propose to expand the empirical investigation of immigrants’ business activities from the
“bilateral transnational” to the “multilateral transnational” field (Snel, Engbersen, and
Leerkes 2006, 297).

11.6 Final remarks
Notwithstanding the empirical limitations caused by its ethnographic focus, this thesis is
valuable in its own right as the Filipino population in the Netherlands has thus far hardly
been the subject of profound academic research. It has made more visible a group of immigrants whose existence has largely gone unnoticed, or who otherwise has often been stereotyped. This is even more relevant as their experiences seem to add to more positive, at least
more balanced, perspectives both on the migration, integration, and transnationationalism
5

An exception is the dissertation of Rusinovic (2006).
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debate, and on the particular activity of entrepreneurship of immigrants—and, because of their
prevalence in the research group, also that of women.
The focus on entrepreneurial activity among Filipino immigrants forms a counterbalance to
the dominant attention in the abundant Philippine migration literature to their prominent
role in the global health care sector, as well as to the predominant notions of Filipina migrants as “dutiful daughters” and “altruistic mothers,” or, as yet another set of gendered,
ethnicized, and racialized stereotypes in which these women are rather stubbornly trapped,
the “loving ladies” and “domestic slaves” of western grooms. The present study challenges
each of these rather patronizing and victimizing portrayals of Filipinas and their overseas
experiences, as it shows these women’s individual agency and negotiation abilities. While
their attempts to build a new life in the Netherlands were not without problems or hardships, the stories represented in this book first and foremost revealed women who inventively
bundled their resources to develop strong individual identities. This study thus emphasized not
their subordination, but their competence and creativity in adhering to normative expectations
while also achieving greater personal autonomy and self-development.
While thus offering another image of this specific immigrant group, this study hopefully
also invites broader and more critical awareness of the normative prejudices, inaccurate
stereotypes, and downgrading notions that prevail, both overtly and hidden, in current
discourses and debates on migration and migrants. First, one may extend the above argument on Filipina women’s agency to migrant women more generally, as not just Filipina but
female immigrants in general (but even more so when from developing countries) are still
often perceived as passive subjects, or even worse: as victims and captives of their miserable
descent and hopeless futures (Clark 2004; Essers 2008; Kraus 2003b). This argument may
also be taken yet another step further to include immigrants in general. As this thesis shows,
immigrants can be active agents who take responsibility for their own lives and shape their
own destinies, a rather far cry from the strong contemporary public perspective of immigrants as a burden to society.
In the field of small business ownership also, this study prompts a more optimistic conception. Fair to say, the business activities of both immigrants and women have in the past
decades gained greater appreciation and respect in both academic and political circles,
especially in view of their potential for upward mobility for people who generally face
greater difficulties on the labor market. Nonetheless, despite intentions to the contrary and
despite inconclusive research results, immigrant and female entrepreneurs are still often
cast, at its most benign, as ‘the other’ of the archetypical white, middle class, male entrepreneur. In fact, the idea of immigrants’ and women’s businesses as secondary to native maleowned businesses seems to, so far, have made a quite rigid impression (Ahl 2006; Essers
2008; Fielden et al. 2003). This seems attributable, scholars have recently argued (and I
agree with them), to the dominant (and male-gendered) perception of entrepreneurship as an
instrument for economic growth (Ahl 2006; Brush 2006; Marlow, Henry, and Carter 2009).
Using this yardstick, indeed, immigrants and women may come out on the losing side.
Immigrants and women on balance operate small(er) enterprises and show only limited
interest in growing bigger, and their economic viability may rightly be a matter of concern.
The findings presented in this study did not challenge these aspects of their entrepreneurial
involvement; yet, overall, a more positive picture emerged of what entrepreneurship may
mean and do for the owner-operators, how it may play a significant role in improvement of
their personal lives and well-being, and how it may contribute to wider society. More particularly, the case of Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands showed how entrepreneurship is more than economics—the stories of the Filipino immigrants urged considering, and
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appreciating, this activity “beyond business.” Beyond the economic value that they may, or
may not, produce, entrepreneurs and their small businesses have social and emotional
meaning—for the entrepreneurs themselves as well as for the social structures in which
they are embedded.
Operating a small business is a way for women and immigrants to maintain and develop
their work skills, garner self-confidence, and be active members of society. The empirical
findings presented in this thesis contradict previous studies that discuss (immigrant) women’s marginal status in enterprise or that undervalue or even neglect their contribution to
entrepreneurship (noted by, for instance, Ahl 2006; Marlow, Henry, and Carter 2009; McClelland et al. 2005). The case of Filipino entrepreneurship leaves no room for such ignorance;
the women interviewed were no “silent contributors” (Dhaliwal 1998) or operating on the
“hidden side” (Hillmann 1999). This study argues what might at first sight seem a paradox:
that the incorporation of immigrants into the adopted country is favored by their entrepreneurial activities of which the primary purpose is to maintain links with compatriots and
origin country. Their enterprises gave meaning to their existence and helped them obtain a
place in the society of settlement. Though this meaning and place was usually strongly
embedded within the own ethnic group, the Filipinos’ business activities undeniably contributed to their sense of home and belonging to the Netherlands. Besides, the immigrants’
businesses often served the same process for the compatriots: operating as a meeting place
or help desk, these ventures could be seen as a kind of self-help organization to the members
of the ethnic group. As such, their entrepreneurial activities had value in the social and
emotional capital they built for the immigrant community. Finally, as a large share of the
entrepreneurs used their ventures as a practical base for charity or social initiatives in their
Philippine hometowns, their small scale business activities also represented a social interest
that stretched beyond the borders of the adopted country. Such findings suggest that transnationalism and integration can go together—in fact, this study seems to, overall, show a
mutually beneficial relationship between the two.

To really conclude
Ethnic-cultural diversity has become part and parcel of our world and daily experiences.
Unfortunately, this diversity has in recent years resulted in growing dissatisfaction, or even
outright aversion against anything “different from us”—“us” within the context of the present
study referring to the native population of the Netherlands (to which also the researcher
herself belongs). Culture or ethnicity, or more precisely: cultures and ethnicities not-Dutch
(and in particular non-western) have, it seems, become a dominant factor in explaining the
problems in society. Rather quickly, the debate on the integration of immigrants has narrowly
contracted to their ethnic-cultural identification, and integration policies leave practically no
place for a sense of belonging to the country left behind. By means of this study, I would like
to plead that the receiving society should realize more the worth and potential, not the threat,
of ethnic-cultural diversity. Certainly, ethnic-cultural diversity brings forth contradictory, and
therefore confusing, processes. However, the present tendency to define the problems in
society primarily in terms of ethnicity or culture seems more often based on emotions and
unproven assumptions than on objective arguments (WRR 2007).
The present study strongly questions this attitude of reserve, fright, or even rejection of
difference as it shows how ethnic-cultural identification and enduring loyalty to the origin
country do not need to be a problem to immigrants’ incorporation into the adopted country.
In ostensible paradox, it has in fact shown how such sentiments may function as a means
through which immigrants may get and feel at home in their new country, forming the basis
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on which they build a new and meaningful life and obtain a place in this society. Feeling at
home in the Netherlands, feeling to belong here, is only possible when one can make decisions over one’s own life that one finds meaningful. The fact that immigrants may find
meaning for their existence by directing themselves towards those with whom they share an
ethnic-cultural background, and thus the life-sweeping experience of moving countries,
should not a priori be regarded as a risk, nor be mindlessly taken as a token of these people’s
unconcern or even disloyalty towards the country where they settled.
Limiting, sanctioning, and prescribing one’s ethnic-cultural identification is no panacea
for integration into mainstream society. Rather, it may smother one’s willingness to mobilize
one’s resources and mean something for other people, and so have a counterproductive
effect: instead of preparing immigrants to be active members of the adopted society, such
confining rules on one’s identification may take away immigrants’ spirit and spontaneity,
curbing them in their own plans and aspirations to undertake positive action. Insisting that
immigrants forget about their roots, if at all possible, means not only a threat to ethniccultural richness in the receiving society, it also implies depriving the newcomers of a proverbial home and so a denial of a means to get at home in the unfamiliar.
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List of Tagalog terms
Ate
Bagong Bayani
Balikbayan

Barangay
Barkada
Bayanihan
Carinderia
Compradazgo
Jeepney
Kababayans
Kamag-anakan
Katas ng Saudi
Lakbay-Aral
Matandang dalaga
Munting Nayon
Padala
Pag-aabroad
Pakikisama

Palengke
Pasalubong
Pinoy/Pinay
Sari Sari
Suman sa ibus
Tagu nang tago
Ukay-ukay
Utang na loob

Walis tambo

Older sister
Modern day heroes; used to refer to overseas Filipinos, especially the
migrant workers
Filipino migrant returnee (balik: to return; bayan: originally town,
now referring to the nation as a whole); also used for cardboard boxes
in which overseas Filipinos send personal items to relatives and
friends in the Philippines
Small village, neighborhood; smallest administrative division in the Philippines
Close-knit core group of old friends
Spirit of neighborly cooperation, communal unity, or common effort
to achieve a particular objective
Local outdoor eateries
System of god parenting
Popular public transportation in the Philippines
Town mate; fellow countrymen
Family network
“Sap from Saudi”(common slogan on a jeepney)
Travel study (Philippine government travel program)
Spinster
Little village; name of Filipino magazine published in the Netherlands
Shipment
To go/work abroad
Highly valued trait involving the ability of a person to get along with
others and maintain harmonious relationships; consensus takes
precedent over individual needs or opinion, general welfare comes for
individual interest; implies camaraderie and togetherness in a group
Public market
Gift for relation or friend brought by a traveler returning from a trip;
homecoming gift
Informal designation used by Filipinos for compatriots in the Philippines and around the world
Variety; sari sari store: convenience store
Snack of sticky rice wrapped in palm leaves
To hide in illegality
Sift through, dig up; generally refers to the sales of used clothing (in
Visayan, another ethnic language in the Philippines)
Debt of gratitude, stems from a service rendered which is impossible
of quantification and cannot really be paid at all (thus, children are
indebted for life to their parents for giving birth to them); the root of
reciprocal obligations encompassing the entire Filipino society; every
Filipno has utang na loob to someone, while others have utang na
loob to him, so effectively binding groups together.
Filipino broom made of straw
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Annex 1
Primary sources of information
Annex 1a

Survey cases

Case Respondent

Business type*

Reference

Date data collection

1 Nora

Door-to-Door service

2 Godwin

Catering
(Bed&Breakfast)

3 Thomas

Travel agency

4 Myrna

Migration Broker
(Au pair agency)

5 Maitet

Door-to-Door service

6 Luz

Door-to-Door service

7 Dona

Travel Agency

8 Lora
9 Rico

Door-to-Door service
Catering
(Lunchroom)
Catering
(Bed&Breakfast)
Catering
(Restaurant)
Trade

INT1A
INT1B
INT2A
INT2B
INT2C
INT3A
INT3B
INT4A
INT4B
HCM4C
INT5A
INT5B
HCS5C
HCS5D
INT6A
INT6B
HCS6C
HCS6D
INT7A
INT7B
INT8
INT9

27-08-02
07-10-02
29-08-02
14-12-02
09-05-07
10-10-02
07-02-03
16-10-02
27-01-03
09-06-03
22-10-02
29-01-03
20-06-03 – 25-06-03
11-03-05 – 17-03-05
24-10-02
30-01-03
12-06-03 – 20-06-03
06-02-05 – 12-02-05
29-10-02
03-02-03
07-11-02
11-11-02

INT10

14-11-02

INT11

19-11-02

INT12
HCM12B
INT13

02-12-02
10-05-03
14-12-02

INT14A
INT14B
HCS14C
HCS14D
INT15
HCM15B
INT16

04-01-03
18-01-03
07-07-03 – 09-07-03
02-03-05 – 04-03-05
23-01-03
29-05-03
25-01-03

10 Rene
11 Ding
12 Meri
13 Eric
14 Jessie

Catering
(Bed&Breakfast)
Migration Broker
(Nurse recruitment)

15 Nening

Travel Agency

16 Marina

Trade
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Case Respondent

Business type*

Reference

Date data collection

17 Juliet

Trade

18 Josephine

Trade

19 Virgie
20 Roberto
21 Rafael

Door-to-Door service
Door-to-Door service
Door-to-Door service

22
23
24
25

Rosalyn
Felicia
Nimfa
Eileen

Trade
Door-to-Door service
Travel agency
Trade

26
27
28
29

Joel
Clara
Cecil
Tita

Trade
Trade
Trade
Trade

INT17A
INT17B
INT17C
INT18A
INT18B
HCM18C
HCM18D
INT19
INT20
INT21A
INT21B
HCM21C
INT22
INT23
INT24
INT25A
INT25B
INT26
INT27
INT 28
INT29

19-02-03
01-10-03
17-10-03
20-08-03
09-12-04
07-02-05
15-03-05
23-12-03
06-01-04
08-01-04
17-02-04
08-02-05
19-01-04
22-01-04
10-02-04
22-06-04
23-01-06
27-08-04
02-05-05
18-10-05
03-11-05

Notes:
* Meaning: main business activity.
INT = Interview with the immigrant entrepreneur; oral, semi-structured, based on life history approach.
HCM = Home Country Meeting: one-time meeting with the overseas counterparts of the immigrant,
specifically the immigrants’ relatives or acquaintances. Main research method: semi-structured oral
interview.
HCS = Home Country Stay: more prolonged stay (at least 2 days) in the overseas “place of action.”
Main research methods: semi-structured oral interviews (with the immigrant’s relatives and friends),
informal talks (with daily laborers), and observation of the daily business operations and “Philippine
ways of life.”
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Annex 1b

Additional sources of information

The list below primarily contains the names of organizations that I approached and conferences and seminars that I attended. For reasons of privacy—especially relevant within the
context of the Dutch-based Filipino community—I have not included the personal names of
the (Filipino) people I spoke with.

Netherlands – 0
* ESF-Workshop
"Asian Immigrants and Entrepreneurs in the European Community," May 10-11,
2001, Nijmegen, the Netherlands, organized by Nijmegen Centre for Border Research,
and others.

Philippines – 1 (September 2001 – October 2001)
* Kaibigan
Manila-based migrant NGO, focusing on domestic workers.
* Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA)
Main government agency to oversee the overseas employment of the Filipinos; based
in Manila.
* Unlad Kabayan
Manila-based migrant NGO linking migration to community development in the Philippines; pioneered the approach of directing migrants’ savings into business development. Projects in various rural areas across the Philippines.
* Development Action for Women Network (DAWN)
Manila-based migrant NGO, promotion and protection of the human rights and welfare of Filipino women in Japan.
* Overseas Workers Welfare Administration (OWWA)
Government agency to promote the welfare and well-being of OFWs, abroad and
upon return; based in Manila.
* Scalabrini Center for People on the Move (SCPM)
Manila-based NGO providing shelter, legal assistance, and counseling to overseas
workers, seamen, and refugees.
* Kanlungan
Crisis-intervention center for returned female domestic workers, Manila.
* Commission on Filipinos Overseas (CFO)
Government agency that provides services (pre-departure and post-arrival orienttation, counseling, and advocacy) specifically to Filipinos who permanently (wish to)
reside abroad; based in Manila.
* Center for Overseas Workers (COW)
Manila-based NGO; counseling, temporary shelter for distressed women migrants,
pre-departure orientation seminars, reintegration project.
* Scalabrini Migration Center (SMC)
Research and documentation and resource center in Manila; focus on migration issues in the Asia-Pacific region.

Netherlands – 2 (December 2001 – February 2003)
* Philippine Embassy
The Hague; I spoke with the First Secretary and Consul and met the Ambassador.
* Fidoc
Philippines-oriented documentation and resource centre, based in Dordrecht.
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* Philippine Trade and Investment Center
Agency attached to the Philippine Department of Trade and Industry, based in Rotterdam. I spoke with the Trade Assistant.
* Commission for Filipino Migrant Workers (CFMW)
Filipino service organization based in Amsterdam; campaigns for migrant rights and
welfare in Europe; aims at enhancing the capacity of migrants as partners in economic
development of the Philippines. I consulted the coordinator of the women’s programme.
* Pasali Cooperative
Fully “Philippine Association of Sea-based Workers for Savings, Loans, and Initiatives.”
Based in Rotterdam. Initiated a savings mobilization program among its members to
invest in several projects in the members’ Philippine hometowns (credit assistance to
farmers and fishermen, technical and skills development among young graduates, business and infrastructural development). I had repeated contact with various board
members.
* Stichting Bayanihan
Self-help women organization based in Utrecht; provides all kinds of services and assistance to Filipinas in the Netherlands in order to contribute to their empowerment
and integration. I had repeated contact with various board members.
* Damayan
Filipino self-help organization based in Utrecht; aims to uphold the Damayan spirit:
the Filipino value of mutual support and solidarity. Initiates educational and awareness-raising activities in the Netherlands and supports poor students in the Philippines. I spoke several times with the former chair (also board member of various
other Filipino organizations).

Philippines – 3 (February 2003 – July 2003)
* Kakammpi
Community-based organization in Manila; specifically addressing the problems and
needs of migrant families.
* Davao and Bohol - Unlad Kabayan
Project sites of Unlad Kabayan; in Davao I met with migrant returnees participating in
Unlad Kabayan’s investment and entrepreneurship program; in Bohol, I visited several livelihood projects set up with migrant remittances.
* Overseas Pinoy Investment and Development Group (OPID)
Members of Pasali cooperative Nl (see Nl-2) and their family members in the Philippines. In General Santos City, I spoke with various family members involved in
Pasali’s credit assistance and business development program.
* Economic Resource Center for Overseas Filipinos (ERCOF)
NGO, cooperating with organizations and Filipino individuals worldwide
for sustainable development of rural economies in the Philippines. I repeatedly spoke
with the founder/director in Manila and several other board members.
* ERCOF–Conference
"Tapping the Developmental Potential of Migration through Partnerships in the Philippine Countryside," July 16 – 18, Cavite.
* OFWNet Foundation/OFW International Holdings Inc.
OFWNet: non-profit organization aiming for political and economic empowerment of
OFWs through its own reintegration program; OFW International Holdings Inc. is a
private stock corporation established by OFWNet and members, engaged in remittance business, real estate, and travel and tours.
* OFWNet-Conference and Trade Exhibit
"Overseas Filipinos Worldwide: The New Economic and Political Force," May 23 – 25, Manila.
* Commission on Filipinos Overseas (CFO)
See Philippines -1.
* Overseas Workers Welfare Administration (OWWA)
See Philippines -1.
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* BOSE
Shoe production and export company of a Dutch/Filipina couple, Manila.
* Overseas Filipinos Federation Incorporated (OFFI)
Based in Cebu City; encourages solidarity between overseas Filipinos and their families in the Philippines; initiates social-civic activities, promotes business knowledge
and networking.
* Scalabrini Migration Center (SMC)
See Philippines -1.

Netherlands – 4 (July 2003 – January 2005)
* Stichting Bayanihan
See Netherlands - 2.
* Filippijnengroep Nederland (FGN)
Solidarity group supporting the Filipino people and its self-organizations, based in Utrecht.
* Novib-Conference
“The Overseas Filipinos and Development Cooperation,” September 6, 2003, Delft, organized by Novib.
* Stichting Kapatiran
Foundation based in The Hague, run by Dutch and Filipino volunteers. Supports,
through its sister organization Kapatiran Philippines, local communities in the Philippines in setting up income-generating projects. I interviewed a founding member
and former chairperson.
* Federation of Filipino Organizations in the Netherlands (FFON)
Provides a forum for cooperation and coordination of Filipino organizations in the
Netherlands, based in The Hague. I interviewed a former board member.
* Round Table Conference
“De Ideale Starter” (the ideal starter), November 11, 2003, Arnhem, organized by ESKAN.
* Europe-wide Migrant Consultation
“New Approaches in Migrant Empowerment: Maximizing Migrant Savings & Economic Initiatives,” November 27 – 30, 2003, Amsterdam, organized by CFMW, Unlad Kabayan, and the Philippine Seafarers Assistance Programme (PSAP).
* Seventh International Conference on Philippine Studies (ICOPHIL)
“Changing Landscapes, Humanscapes, and Mindscapes in a Globalizing World,” June 16 –
19, 2004, Leiden, organized by the International Institute for Asian Studies (IIAS).
* Philippine Embassy
See Netherlands – 1.
* Economic Resource Center for Migrants and Overseas Employees (ERCMOVE)
Based in Rhoon. Embarks on migrant savings to be used for productive investments
in the countries of origin; identifies and links organizations in the host and origin
countries, with a focus on Dutch-Philippine connections. I had repeated communication with the chair person, also because of our collaborative initiative to take stock of
the number and characteristics of Filipino organizations in the Netherlands.

Philippines – 5 (January 2005 – April 2005)
* ASEF-EAAS Workshop
“Contemporary Migrations in Asia and Europe: Exploring Transnationalism, Multiple
Linkages and Development,” January 12 – 14, Manila, organized by Scalabrini Migration
Center (SMC, the Philippines), Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute
(NIDI, the Netherlands), and Radboud University Nijmegen (RUN, the Netherlands).
* Scalabrini Migration Center
See Philippines -1.

277

Netherlands – 6 (April 2005 – January 2010)
* Stichting Bayanihan
See Netherlands – 2.
* Dutch Embassy in Manila
I had contact with the assistant of the visa department.
* Filipino PhD student
Studying the impact of Filipino international migration on the Philippine economy.
* H. van den Tillaart
Social researcher at ITS Nijmegen, an independent institute connected to the
Radboud University in Nijmegen.
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Annex 2
Socio-demographic profile of the respondents
Sex
Male
Female

9
20

Age *
≤ 20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
> 60
Unknown
Civil status
Single/divorced
With dependent children
Without dependent children
Married/living together – Filipino couple
With dependent children
Without dependent children
Married/living together – bicultural couple
With dependent children
Without dependent children
Migration motive
Intention to stay temporarily
Labor
Visit/vacation
Au pair
Study
No clear plans
Political asylum
Settlement after all (n = 19)
Family reunion
Family formation
“Better life”/“Just stayed”
Intention to stay permanently
Family reunion
Family formation
Establish business
* At time of last interview.
a Of whom 8 with a native Dutchman and 4 with a Filipino man.
b All of whom with a native Dutchman.
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0
0
9
14
4
1
1
3
1
2
8
7
1
18
11
7
19
5
6
2
1
4
1
12a
7
10
2
7b
1

Years settled in the Netherlands*
≤5 years
3
6-10 years
4
11-15 years
8
16-20 years
6
>20 years
8
Highest educational achievement
College (BA/MA)
18
Vocational training
4
High school
5
Elementary
1
Unknown
1
Last labor experience before migration to the Netherlandsc
Public sector
2
Private business sector
14
Civic society
1
Self-employed
5
Help in family business
3
Never worked
4
Last labor experience in the Netherlands
before current entrepreneurial engagement
Public sector
2
Private business sector
14
Civic society
Self-employed
4
Some help in business of another
3
Never worked
2
Paid job next to current business engagement
Men
2
Women
6
Prior business experience
In the Philippinesd
Owned/operated business
14
Help in family business
20
In the Netherlands
Owned/operated business
4
Some help in business of another
9
* At time of last interview.
c Concerns the main labor experience; many respondents in addition operated a sideline
business, or helped in the family’s business (as also expressed in the data regarding “prior
business experience”).
d Total exceeds the 29 respondents as several of them simultaneously operated their own
business and helped out in the family business.
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Summary
Since the 1990s, and particularly since 9/11 2001, international migration has become a
prominent subject in public, political, and academic debates in many western countries.
Much of the attention focuses on the limits of cultural and ethnic diversity and on immigrants’ supposed problems with integration. Right-wing parties and populist movements
have gained strong political momentum, portraying migration and immigrants (especially
those from non-western countries, Muslims in particular) as a threat to social cohesion. The
Netherlands is a case in point. In relatively short time, this country has moved from a liberal
and tolerant attitude towards cultural and ethnic diversity to a broad consensus that the
multicultural society is in crisis (Snel 2003a; Vasta 2007). Immigrants’ maintenance of their
ethnic-cultural customs and identity and their enduring identification and bonding with
their country of origin have become key explanations for their marginalized position and for
the failure of the multicultural society; their “transnationalism” is seen to be at odds with
being loyal to the adopted society (WRR 2007). This view has informed the introduction of
compulsory and ever more strict integration measures, which effectively demand assimilation of the newcomers.
In this highly sensitive context, it is thus important to understand how immigrants incorporate into the country of settlement, and how they may at the same time stay connected
to their country of origin. This thesis contributes to these questions, focusing on one particular path of adaptation that immigrants may take: entrepreneurship. Within all ado about
migration, immigrants’ business activities have increasingly gained positive attention, being
valued as a means for the newcomers to avoid the problems they often face in the labor
market. Notwithstanding this recent reevaluation, the representation of immigrant entrepreneurs is at odds with the way in which entrepreneurs are popularly known and conceived. Much of the literature portrays immigrant entrepreneurship in bleak terms, postulating that negative factors of choice dominate the immigrants’ decisions to start a business,
and emphasizing the economic vulnerability and marginality of their activities. Not only do
many researchers still “treat entrepreneurship as a painful way to reach integration and
focus on the numerous problems these entrepreneurs are confronted with” (Rath 2000b,
11), the study of immigrant entrepreneurship also appears to be biased towards consideration of economic rationales and traditional business performance criteria such as turnover,
profit, or growth. It is striking that rarely do studies make explicit the drives and goals of the
individual immigrant entrepreneurs themselves.
This thesis argues for a more open view on entrepreneurship and its functions or meanings in immigrants’ efforts to build a life outside their countries of birth. The main objective
of this study is therefore to reach a fuller understanding of the variety of meanings that
entrepreneurship may have for immigrants. Taking meanings as the entry point allows for the
inclusion of the more social and emotional dimensions of running a business and being an
entrepreneur, and thus enables the development of a comprehensive understanding and
more appropriate evaluation of immigrant entrepreneurship. Filipino entrepreneurs in the
Netherlands are taken as the research case because this group is hardly known and studied.
The central question is: What meanings does being an entrepreneur have for Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands? This question entails an investigation both of the immigrants’ motivations for starting a business and of their business objectives. Giving more depth to these
subquestions, the present study investigates not just the starting motivations and objectives
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for being “any kind” of entrepreneur, but for being an entrepreneur in a particular line of
business. Moreover, special attention is paid to the motivations and objectives for operating
either a domestic or a transnational enterprise.
This study puts the spotlight on the immigrants and their personal perceptions and experiences. It explores how people, through business, build a life outside their country of
origin, how they use entrepreneurship as a means of coping with the challenges of life in an
unfamiliar setting, and how and why they sometimes create business linkages that connect
them to the country they left. The conceptual argument is that a transnational perspective on
the immigrants’ existence helps us grasp more fully than does the conventional discourse on
immigrants and their adaptation how immigrants’ business decisions and identities are informed by and embedded in personal preferences, social networks, and structural boundaries that are effective on a variety of spatial levels—from the local to the global. Rather than
considering integration and transnationalism as two separate (and within policy debates,
conflicting) phenomena, this study considers these as two sides of the same coin.
Furthermore, this thesis offers new empirical data for the study of immigrant entrepreneurship. Attention to immigrant entrepreneurship in the Netherlands primarily concerns
the larger, well-established, and more visible immigrant populations. By focusing on a group
of immigrant entrepreneurs that so far has been largely overlooked, this thesis aims to empirically broaden the literature on immigrant entrepreneurship; concurrently, it seeks to
contribute to more knowledge about Filipinos’ ways of life in the Netherlands.
The thesis begins with an outline of the research topic and key concepts, the research
questions and objectives, and the academic and political relevance of the study (chapter 1).
Chapter 2 presents the conceptual framework of the study. The chapter begins with a short
discussion of what entrepreneurship is, and who entrepreneurs are, according to the mainstream business literature. Agreeing with Essers and Benschop (2007, 54), I contend that the
theorization and representation of immigrant entrepreneurs and immigrant entrepreneurship contrasts with this conception, contributing to their “stereotyping and othering.” Next, I
discuss the traditional and new(er) business opportunities available to immigrants, considering the vacancy chain and ethnic market, the post-industrial trajectory, and the transnational trail. Subsequently, I review and assess the main explanations for immigrant entrepreneurship, from the initial approaches that one-sidedly focused on either cultural or structural explanations, to a more integrated approach that combines agency and structure,
known as the “mixed embeddedness” approach (Kloosterman, Van der Leun, and Rath
1999). This approach maintains that immigrants’ “rather concrete embeddedness in social
networks” and their “more abstract embeddedness in the socio-economic and politicoinstitutional environment of the country of settlement” (Kloosterman and Rath 2001, 190)—
their social and structural embeddedness—in dynamic interaction account for business
activity and success among immigrants.
While the mixed embeddedness approach implies a step forward in the comprehension
of why and how immigrants run businesses, I argue, and seek to demonstrate with empirical
findings, that the study of immigrant entrepreneurship may be enhanced by more deliberately considering transnationalism. In other words, I here propose to consider immigrants’
mixed embeddedness from a transnational perspective, thus paying more deliberate attention to the enduring political, economic, and/or social influences of and interactions with the
immigrants’ society of origin, which may affect immigrants’ business decisions and activities.
Whether or not an immigrant entrepreneur maintains concrete business linkages with their
country of origin—which is how I define transnational entrepreneurship—the social space
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in which immigrants construct and negotiate their entrepreneurial identity and activity
should be extended from the receiving country to the transnational field.
Taking a transnational perspective also implies a focus on people’s agency. This particularly involves attention to the various relations that immigrants maintain, viz. both the less
personal relations within and outside the ethnic group (what I call one’s “broad social
embeddedness”) and the more intimate relations with friends, family, and household members (one’s “narrow social embeddedness”). It also involves paying attention to the multiple
roles or identities people have in life—for which I use the term “multiple embeddedness.”
Immigrants’ ethnic identity is but one amongst others, and so is their entrepreneurial identity. In brief, I argue for a more critical analysis of the immigrants’ broad and narrow social
embeddedness and of the immigrants’ interactive and dynamic identity formation in order
to understand their entrepreneurial activities.
In chapter 3 I discuss the methodological issues of the research. I operationalize the main
research question by offering typologies of what may motivate people to start an enterprise
and of what objectives they may pursue in business. Motivations are divided between push
and pull factors, respectively referring to negative and positive factors of decision. Objectives
are divided between those that concern the person (and his/her family) behind the business
(“person-based” objectives) and those that relate to the performance or desired development of the enterprise, i.e. “function-based” or strategic objectives. (Person-based objectives
are further divided between personal non-economic objectives and personal economic
objectives). I then explicate how these typologies served mostly as rough guidelines for deciphering the immigrants’ business decisions; in order to uncover and understand more fully
the many variables that informed their motivations and objectives, qualitative, face-to-face,
and in-depth interview methods were deemed more appropriate. The interviews with the
principal characters, 29 Filipino entrepreneurs in the Netherlands, were structured according to the life history approach, in which respondents are encouraged to describe the
most important events and experiences in successive phases of their lives. To counterbalance the risk of “overplaying agency and rationality” (Mason 2002, 235) inherent in the
interview method, data collection was not limited to these oral interviews. Their personal
narratives were supplemented with information derived from various other sources, such as
attendance at socio-cultural events, conferences and thematic meetings, a review of company websites and Filipino newsletters, and personal conversations with other informants.
In line with the conceptual proposal to take a transnational perspective on immigrants’
mixed embeddedness, fieldwork did not take place in the Netherlands alone. Between 2001
and 2005, three research trips were taken in the Philippines, each time for several months.
Here, for eight cases of what I call “narrow transnational entrepreneurship,” i.e. ventures in
which relatives and/or friends in the Philippines are personally involved in the immigrant’s
business activities, I collected the “other side” of the story. Apart from observation of the
daily activities, I used semi-structured oral interviews and more casual conversations to gain
insight into the personal perceptions and experiences of these “home country counterparts.”
In addition to a plain inventory of the basic features of Filipino immigrant entrepreneurship, the empirical material was analyzed in qualitative manner, meant to understand
the entrepreneurial involvement in terms of the meanings the immigrants attached to it.
Importantly, this meant an analysis not just of what was said, but also of how, and in what
context, things were said.
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Chapter 4 comprises the contextual framework in which to situate and understand Filipino
entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. I here discuss in general terms Filipinos’ international
migration, as well as more specifically their migration to and resettlement conditions within
the Netherlands, including the emergence and development of a social-ethnic infrastructure
in this country. I show how both forces and conditions “from above” (global economic restructuring, sending and receiving government policies on migration, business and civil
sector activities) and “from below” (family expectations, support by established migrants)
fuel both Filipinos’ migration from their country of origin and their continuing relations with
“back home.” Yet, while acknowledging that agency is conditioned, I maintain that people are
the agents over their own lives—contrary to the impression that much of the abundant academic, political, and public attention to the international Philippine migration phenomenon
conveys. At least partially as a consequence of the Philippine government’s persuasive ethnicized and gendered labor marketing tactics and the subsequent strongly gendered occupational concentration of the “overseas Filipinos,” this group of immigrants (the women in
particular) is often known, and portrayed, by rather patronizing and victimizing images. By
focusing on a so far practically unnoticed aspect of Filipinos’ overseas existence—their
entrepreneurial activities—this thesis provides a more nuanced perspective and transcends
persistent stereotypes and unfounded generalization.
Continuing on the “Philippine migration experience,” chapter 5 first provides some answers
to the question of why Filipino immigrants generally show little interest in entrepreneurship. Next, it offers a rough profile of Filipino entrepreneurship in the Netherlands, both of
the entire (though relatively small) cohort of businesses and of those included in the survey.
Among the aspects addressed are the number of ventures, business ownership, sector distribution, and business performance. This study’s research reveals that business activities that
Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands carry out, and the way they operate their businesses,
broadly resemble the traditional immigrant business patterns: small in scale, mostly active
in services and trade, and catering to the needs of the co-ethnic group. One remarkable and
distinctive feature is the prevalence of female business owner-operators—many of whom, in
addition, are married to a Dutchman. This feature offers the opportunity to explore the role
of gender and women’s contributions to business—issues that hitherto are often neglected
in the study of (immigrant) entrepreneurship (see, for instance, Essers 2008; Marlow, Henry,
and Carter 2009). In this chapter I moreover argue that researchers should consider business success beyond the traditional performance criteria, such as profitability, size of the
enterprise, or years of existence, and take into account the meanings the immigrants themselves bring to their entrepreneurial endeavors. Thus, while this chapter presents “hard
data,” the present study is above all interested in the “lived experiences” of the immigrants,
that is, in the conditions and factors that explain the emergence of Filipino entrepreneurship,
and in the role the owner-operators themselves ascribe to this activity in their daily lives.
These latter issues are explored in chapter 6 to 10, each of which deals with a particular
business sector: catering, trade, international recruitment and matchmaking, the travel industry, and the so-called Door-to-Door sector. Drawing on the personal narratives of Filipino
entrepreneurs in the Netherlands, in each chapter I discuss some specific business operations and strategies and highlight some of the interactions between the entrepreneurs and
their social environment. Above all, I explore the Filipinos’ motivations for engaging in their
chosen business and the objectives they pursue with their activities, and seek to unravel
whether or how the meanings they attach to being an entrepreneur are embedded in a
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transnational, rather than “just” a local or national, context. Chapters 6 to 10 thus give voice
and face to the people behind the action and illustrate the diversity of immigrants’ pathways
towards business, the heterogeneity of their entrepreneurial activities, and the varied functions or meanings that being an entrepreneur has for them. With that, these chapters show
features of immigrant entrepreneurship that often stay hidden in standard statistical data.
Chapter 6 focuses on a “hidden cluster” of Filipino entrepreneurs, active in the catering
industry. The primary material used for this chapter are the life histories of five men living
and working—one as a restaurant keeper and four as guesthouse operators—in the city of
Amsterdam, yet their stories were closely intertwined with, and strongly resembled, those of
several other Filipino caterers in this region. While Filipino entrepreneurs turned out to be
generally quite known within the ethnic community in the Netherlands, the absence of referral by my Filipino informants to any member of this small cluster was striking. Hence, an
important issue addressed in this chapter is why this group of Filipino entrepreneurs stayed
invisible to their compatriots. The answer to this question strongly circles around an aspect
of identity which so far has largely been ignored in immigrant entrepreneurship studies:
one’s sexual orientation. It was the limited acceptance of the men’s homosexuality in their
country of birth, by their parents as well as by society at large, that caused these men to
remain aloof from compatriots in the adopted country—as well as from their origin country.
Rather than their ethnic origin, it was their homosexuality that gave rise to their common
bonds and that shaped their life experiences, including their business engagement. The
findings presented in this chapter thus challenge the homogenizing tendency in the literature on immigrant entrepreneurship to consider the bonds of solidarity and support between immigrants simply as a matter of ethnic-cultural predilections or values. In addition,
the findings underscore that, in contrast with popular thinking, not all immigrants are
transnationals who live “here and there” simultaneously; the men studied in this chapter
emphatically built—and offered others—a home away from home.
The following chapters display a rather converse picture though, mainly showing how operating an enterprise may be an important means for immigrants to stay connected, in real or
imagined sense, to their country of origin.
Chapter 7 illustrates how trade is used by immigrants to make their customers—as well as
themselves—feel at home in the adopted country. Through their ethnic-cultural product
offer, Filipino immigrants give a taste of home away from home and thus integrate some of
their old home into their new one. Directly importing merchandise from the Philippines was
seen to do so best and was thus the ideal for many of the fourteen traders (of whom only one
male) who form the empirical core of this chapter. Import was not for everybody though;
this chapter gives some insight into the operational tactics that make possible this crossbordering activity. Still, overall, the business operations in this particular sector were hardly
new; the features of Filipino immigrant trade greatly resembled those generally ascribed to
immigrant entrepreneurship, as well as those ascribed to women-owned business, referring
to, for instance, the orientation towards the needs of co-ethnics, the reliance on one’s own
social network, the small scale of the activities, and, more specifically for women entrepreneurs, the part-time and home-based operations.
That said, the findings do suggest reconsidering earlier research findings and arguments, particularly those related to women’s entrepreneurship. Despite significant progress
in the past two decades in research on women’s entrepreneurial activities, various authors
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note how much of the literature still displays a rather negative picture of why women turn to
business and of their aspirations in business (Ahl 2006; Fielden et al. 2003; Marlow, Henry,
and Carter 2009). The present chapter suggests a more positive understanding of women’s
business decisions and activities. Rather than some kind of emergency solution to conflicting
demands on their societal roles, for the interviewed Filipina traders business engagement
was a fruitful means of developing a social life in the adopted country, and to retrieve,
develop, and amalgamate the various roles and identities to which they themselves aspired.
Chapter 8 continues on the role that business may play in immigrant women’s self development and agency. This chapter is based on the experiences of three Filipina immigrants
operating as migration brokers between their country of origin and country of settlement,
that is, as middle(wo)men between aspiring emigrants in the Philippines and receiving institutions in the Netherlands. More specifically, I discuss the mediation efforts of a nurse
recruiter, an au pair agent, and a match maker—all three women thus working in a conventional segment of the Philippine female emigration market. Whereas these women were
convinced their efforts to “unite East and West” engendered a win-win situation for both
regions, the chapter mostly revolves around the difficulties of commercial mediation in international migration—that of women from less developed countries specifically. Structural
constraints in the form of migration laws, moral debates, controversy, stereotypes and
prejudices call the tune in this field of action. Mediation in the arrival of nurses, au pairs, and
fiancées from the Philippines implies navigating between discourses on modern and traditional femininity, rich and poor, and eastern hopes and western suspicions.
This chapter thus shows how migration brokers and their business activities suffer
from the gendered, ethnicized, and racialized stereotypes—terms used in the literature—by
which Filipina women are often known; at the same time, these entrepreneurs use and
reproduce such stereotypes. Yet the migration brokers in this chapter asserted that their
efforts were intended to provide their female compatriots opportunities to reimagine their
gender roles and redefine themselves. Moreover, as these Filipina immigrant entrepreneurs
themselves had deliberately engaged in a contested and complicated field of activity, they
represent the agency that Filipina women have. As such, these women entrepreneurs at least
complicated “the easy binary between the modern and the traditional“ (Schaeffer-Grabiel
2004) that is in fact an important basis of their entrepreneurial activities.
Whereas I in chapter 8 showed how “the dream of life abroad” forms a business opportunity
for immigrants (though not an uncomplicated one), in chapter 9 I advance immigrants’
enduring belonging to their native soil as a niche for immigrant business, more specifically
for travel agencies that arrange journeys between the country of settlement and of origin
and thus “reunite West and East.” This chapter is based on the stories of four Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands—three women, one man. Whereas their business concerns arranging the international travels of people, I put forward the notion of ‘home’ as particularly
important for understanding the activities of these travel agents. While showing how and
explaining why some immigrant entrepreneurs play into the home feelings of their compatriots whereas others do not (that strongly), the main emphasis is on how operating a travel
agency plays a role in these entrepreneurs’ own home feeling and home making—and how
their home plays a role in their entrepreneurial engagement.
In the latter way, home refers primarily to the intimate and more bounded relations
maintained on the household level, i.e. one’s “narrow social embeddedness.” Especially at the
level of the household, relationships and role divisions between men and women are most
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directly and fundamentally framed and negotiated. Findings in this chapter underscore that
a gender sensitive approach is not just useful for understanding women’s entrepreneurial
behavior, but also for understanding that of men, a point often overlooked in studies of
(immigrant) entrepreneurship.
As for the role of the business in the entrepreneurs’ personal home feeling and making,
I designate the travel agency as an excellent means of living a “transnational life,” preserving
multiple alliances, and building a dual existence. Immigrant travel agents active in the coethnic market help compatriots “go home” or even maintain “dual homes,” and through their
economic pursuits facilitate for the same for themselves as well. In fact, as the business
allows traveling “wherever whenever,” I argue that these enterprises help the owner-operators build for themselves a dual home that is more fluid, yet more anchored at the same time,
than the dual home they can offer their clients. Being a travel agent thus entails a particular
kind of transnationality: a greater flexibility in acting and identifying across the borders of
the country of settlement than usually available to “ordinary immigrants.”
While the thesis so far has shown how many Filipino immigrant entrepreneurs in one way or
the other draw from and contribute to transnationalism, in chapter 10 I advance the owneroperators of so-called Door-to-Door (DrDr) services as transnational actors par excellence.
In brief, DrDr agents transport migrants’ gifts to family and friends left behind in the country
of origin. I argue that DrDr agents may be (f)actors in changing the face of cross-border
alignments between receiving and sending societies. This statement is based on findings
obtained from nine empirical cases and exists of two observations. First, that DrDr agents
through their economic ventures challenge, and supposedly change, the traditional Filipino
kinship relations, and second, that they encourage further transnationalization. These entrepreneurs exploit both Philippine state policies to retain the loyalty of the overseas nationals
as well as culturally defined norms regarding emigrants’ enduring responsibilities towards
the native soil. Interestingly, while the industry is thus based on the moral obligation of
immigrants to give back to family and friends “back home,” Filipino immigrants have also
seized on this type of enterprise to engender an exchange relationship with those left behind.
Some of the interviewed DrDr agents assigned the home front an active part in the business
operations, thus assigning themselves a novel form of social control and transforming the
traditional transnational Filipino kinship organization into a more productive unit. As they
moreover encouraged new entrepreneurial activity in the place of birth and/or used the
DrDr enterprise as a convenient channel for community development and for gaining some
personal influence in the hometown’s affairs, these entrepreneurs created a transnational
social space that surpasses the “strictly migratory chains of the first generation of migrants”
(Faist 2004, 27). This chapter thus shows how a basically simple business pursuit may work
to cultivate, expand, and even transform transnational space. Apparently, small business
owner-operators may not only be participants in a transnational field, but also active contributors to the emergence and consolidation of so-called transnational communities.
This insight rounds off the discussion of the empirical findings. In chapter 11 I subsequently
summarize the main findings derived from the empirical research and provide the answers to
the research questions. In addition, I reflect on the conceptual proposal to take a transnational
perspective on immigrants’ mixed embeddedness, and offer several suggestions for future
research. The thesis concludes with some notes on the societal relevance of the findings.
With regard to the central question on the meanings that being an entrepreneur has for
Filipino immigrants in the Netherlands, I conclude that, by and large, the interviewed Filipi307

nos were attracted, or pulled, towards business. This study thus departs from a strong thread
in the literature in that the immigrant entrepreneurs’ involvement in the lower segments of
the market should not be taken as a token of frustrated attempts to build a life in the adopted
country or of being doomed to a marginal existence. Personal economic considerations and
strategic objectives such as profit, growth, or market share appeared of minor importance in
their business decision-making; for most Filipinos, conducting business entailed values and
objectives different from the traditional paradigm based on economic measures. The meanings nearly all of the owner-operators attached to their entrepreneurial activities, both for
themselves personally as well as for the larger group (primarily that of their compatriots),
largely revolved around three intertwined themes: connecting, identity and selfrepresentation, and emotional home making in the Netherlands. A transnational enterprise
seemed to serve these functions—or entail these meanings—better than a domestic one, as it
seemed to limit the ambivalences that immigrants may feel and the difficulties that they may
experience in connecting, identifying, and making a home in a new country.
Regarding the conceptual contribution of the research findings, I conclude that a transnational perspective allows for additional insight into 1) immigrant entrepreneurs’ mixed
embeddedness, 2) immigrant entrepreneurs’ multiple embeddedness, and 3) immigrant
entrepreneurs’ identity negotiations, thus contributing to a fuller understanding of their
business engagement. While thus presenting the merits of the transnational perspective, I
subsequently also acknowledge the flaw in the definition used in the present inquiry: considering transnationalism merely as the interactions between the country of origin and the
country of settlement ignores the relations that immigrants may maintain with actors
(especially with their compatriots) outside these two countries. Thus I propose to expand
the transnational perspective in future studies from such “bilateral transnational” to the
“multilateral transnational” field (Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006, 297). Apart from this, I
propose various other future research activities, such as a comparative study with entrepreneurial Filipino migrants elsewhere in the world, or with other female entrepreneurs in the
Netherlands. As for a more focused study like the present one, one could for instance think of
further exploration of the influence of (female) immigrants’ business pursuits on prevailing
socio-economic arrangements and socio-cultural notions in the origin country, particularly
on gendered expectations and women’s role in the (extended) family.
I conclude the thesis with the appeal for understanding, successively, Filipina women,
immigrant women, and immigrants in general as active agents rather than as “passive victims” or as “economic and cultural burdens” (Leung 2004) to the receiving society. In addition, I stress the need for a more optimistic conception of immigrant and women entrepreneurship. Considering their entrepreneurial activities “beyond business” reveals that,
apart from the economic value that these activities may or may not produce, they have social
and emotional value—for the business owner-operators personally as well as for the social
structures in which they are embedded. In particular, this study argues what might seem a
paradox: that the incorporation of immigrants into the adopted country is favored by their
entrepreneurial activities of which the primary purpose is to maintain links with compatriots
and country of origin. Enduring ethnic-cultural identification and belonging to the country of
origin may function as the basis on which immigrants give meaning to their existence and
build a new life, and may thus comprise a means for making and feeling at home in the country of settlement. Overall, the findings of this study suggest a mutually beneficial, rather than
conflicting, relationship between transnationalism and integration. As such, the present study
strongly questions the attitude of skepticism or even rejection of ethnic-cultural differences
that currently prevails in receiving societies. Insisting that immigrants forget about their
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roots, if at all possible, means depriving the receiving society of ethnic-cultural richness and
depriving the newcomers of a means to get at home there.
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Samenvatting
Sinds de jaren negentig, maar vooral sinds 9/11 2001, is internationale migratie een prominent onderwerp in publieke, politieke, en academische debatten in veel westerse landen.
Daarbij richt de aandacht zich vooral op de grenzen van culturele en etnische diversiteit en
op de veronderstelde problematische integratie van migranten. De laatste jaren vindt portrettering van migratie en van immigranten (met name die uit niet-westerse landen, en dan
Moslims in het bijzonder) als een bedreiging voor de sociale cohesie steeds meer gevolg.
Nederland is een goed voorbeeld. Stond dit land kort geleden nog bekend om haar liberale
en tolerante houding ten aanzien van culturele en etnische diversiteit, tegenwoordig overheerst hier het idee dat haar multiculturele samenleving in crisis is (Snel 2003a; Vasta
2007). Vaak wordt dan verwezen naar de gemarginaliseerde positie van immigranten, dat
voor een belangrijk deel het gevolg zou zijn van hun behoud van etnisch-culturele gebruiken
en identiteit en hun voortdurende identificatie en binding met het herkomstland. Dit “transnationalisme” van immigranten zou de loyaliteit ten aanzien van Nederland in de weg staan
en oorzaak zijn voor het mislukken van de multiculturele samenleving (WRR 2007). Deze
visie heeft geleid tot de invoering van steeds strengere en verplichtende integratiemaatregelen, die feitelijk een assimilatie van de nieuwkomers vereisen. Het is dus belangrijk te begrijpen hoe immigranten in het vestigingsland incorporeren, terwijl zij mogelijkerwijs verbonden
blijven aan hun herkomstland.
Dit proefschrift beoogt hieraan bij te dragen en richt zich daarbij specifiek op ondernemerschap. Vooral vanwege de mogelijkheden die ondernemerschap biedt tot integratie,
hebben de zakelijke activiteiten van immigranten in toenemende aandacht positieve aandacht gekregen. Desondanks worden immigrantenondernemers vaak anders weergegeven
dan ondernemers in het algemeen. Zo ligt de nadruk veelal op negatieve startmotieven zoals
problemen op de arbeidsmarkt of financiële noodzaak en op de economische kwetsbaarheid
en marginaliteit van hun activiteiten. Veel onderzoekers richten zich op de talrijke problemen waarmee immigrantenondernemers geconfronteerd worden en beschrijven ondernemerschap daarmee “als een pijnlijke manier om te integreren” (Rath 2000b, 11, eigen vertaling). Een flink deel van de literatuur beschrijft immigrantenondernemerschap dus in nogal
sombere beelden. Tegelijkertijd gaat het onderzoek naar immigrantenondernemerschap
vooral uit van economische beweegredenen en traditionele succescriteria als omzetcijfers,
winst of groei. Merkwaardigerwijs expliciteren studies maar zelden de drijfveren en doelen
van de individuele immigrantenondernemers zelf.
Dit proefschrift pleit voor een opener blik op ondernemerschap en op haar functies, of
betekenissen, in de pogingen van immigranten om een leven buiten hun geboorteland op te
bouwen. Het doel van deze studie is tot een vollediger begrip te komen van de verscheidenheid
van betekenissen van ondernemerschap voor immigranten. Door betekenissen als uitgangpunt
te nemen, worden ook de meer sociale en emotionele dimensies van het hebben van een onderneming en van het ondernemer zijn in ogenschouw genomen, wat leidt tot een meer
omvattend en adequater begrip van immigrantenondernemerschap. De onderzoekscasus
wordt gevormd door Filippijnse ondernemers in Nederland, een groep die vrijwel onbekend
en nog niet eerder uitgebreid bestudeerd is. De centrale vraag luidt: welke betekenissen heeft
het ondernemer zijn voor Filippijnse immigranten in Nederland? Deze vraag behelst een onderzoek naar zowel de startmotieven als de doelstellingen in ondernemerschap. Daarbij gaat het
niet eenvoudigweg om het ondernemer zijn in het algemeen, maar om het ondernemer zijn
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in een specifieke bedrijfstak. Ook gaat aandacht uit naar de motieven en doelstellingen voor
het hebben van een binnenlandse dan wel transnationale onderneming.
In deze studie staan de schijnwerpers op de immigranten en op hun persoonlijke percepties en ervaringen. Ik onderzoek hoe immigranten door middel van ondernemerschap
een leven buiten hun geboortegrond opbouwen, hoe zij deze activiteit gebruiken als een
manier om om te gaan met de uitdagingen waar zij in hun nieuwe omgeving voor gesteld
worden, en hoe en waarom zij soms zakelijke relaties met hun herkomstland creëren. Het
conceptuele argument is dat een transnationaal perspectief op het leven van immigrantenondernemers ons beter dan de conventionele ideeën ten aanzien van hun incorporatie helpt
te begrijpen hoe hun zakelijke beslissingen en ondernemersidentiteiten ingegeven worden
door en ingebed zijn in persoonlijke voorkeuren, sociale netwerken en structurele grenzen
op verschillende ruimtelijke niveaus. In plaats van integratie en transnationalisme als twee
afzonderlijke fenomenen te zien—of zelfs als twee conflicterende fenomenen, zoals in de
huidige politieke debatten wordt gedaan—beschouwt deze studie het als twee zijden van
dezelfde medaille.
Daarnaast beoogt het proefschrift een empirische input. De aandacht voor immigrantenondernemerschap in Nederland is met name gericht op de grotere, gevestigde en meer
zichtbare immigrantengroepen. Dit proefschrift richt zich specifiek op een groep immigranten die tot op heden goeddeels over het hoofd is gezien. Naast deze empirische bijdrage aan
de literatuur over immigrantenondernemerschap, levert deze studie meer inzicht in de Filippijnse levenswijzen in Nederland.
Het proefschrift begint met een globale schets van het onderzoeksonderwerp en de
sleutelbegrippen, de onderzoeksvragen en –doelstellingen, en de academische en politieke
relevantie (hoofdstuk 1).
Hoofdstuk 2 presenteert het conceptuele raamwerk van de studie. Het hoofdstuk begint
met een korte discussie van de gangbare opvattingen over wat ondernemerschap is en wie
ondernemers zijn. Ik onderschrijf hierbij de claim van Essers en Benschop (2007, 54) dat
immigrantenondernemers en immigrantenondernemerschap dikwijls afwijkend worden
afgeschilderd, wat bijdraagt aan hun stereotypering en “othering.” Vervolgens bespreek ik
welke zakelijke kansen zich van oudsher en meer recentelijk voordoen voor immigranten.
Achtereenvolgens komen de vacancy chain en etnische markt, het postindustriële traject, en
het transnationale pad aan bod. Daarna bezie en beoordeel ik de belangrijkste verklaringen
voor immigrantenondernemerschap, vanaf de eerste benaderingen die zich eenzijdig op
ofwel culturele ofwel structurele verklaringen richtten, tot een meer geïntegreerde benadering die agency en structuur combineert. Deze benadering werd ontwikkeld door het Nederlandse trio Kloosterman, Van der Leun en Rath (1999) en is bekend als de mixed embeddedness benadering. Deze benadering verklaart de zakelijke activiteiten van immigranten als
de uitkomst van een interactie tussen “de tamelijk concrete inbedding van immigranten in
sociale netwerken en hun meer abstracte inbedding in de sociaal-economische en politiekinstitutionele omgeving van het vestigingsland” (Kloosterman en Rath 2001, 190, eigen
vertaling)—kortweg hun sociale en structurele inbedding.
De mixed embeddedness benadering betekent zonder meer een stap vooruit in het begrijpen waarom en hoe immigranten ondernemingen hebben. Ik beargumenteer echter, en
toon met empirische bevindingen aan, dat onderzoek naar immigrantenondernemerschap
aan diepgang en betekenis wint wanneer het transnationalisme-aspect nadrukkelijker
daarin betrokken wordt. Ofwel, de mixed embeddedness van immigranten zou vanuit een
transnationaal perspectief moeten worden bezien. Met zo’n transnationaal perspectief wor312

den de politieke, economische, en/of sociale invloeden vanuit en interacties van immigranten met het herkomstland als mogelijke factoren in hun zakelijke beslissingen en activiteiten
in de analyse meegenomen. Ongeacht of een immigrantenondernemer daadwerkelijk zakelijke relaties met het herkomstland onderhoudt—de hier gehanteerde definitie van transnationaal ondernemerschap—dient de sociale ruimte waarin immigranten hun ondernemersidentiteit en activiteiten ontwikkelen te worden uitgebreid van het ontvangende land
tot het transnationale veld.
Een dergelijk transnationaal perspectief impliceert ook een focus op de agency van mensen. Dit vertaalt zich in het bijzonder in aandacht voor de diverse relaties die immigranten
onderhouden, zowel voor de minder persoonlijke relaties binnen en buiten de etnische
groep (wat ik “brede sociale inbedding” noem) en voor de intiemere relaties met vrienden,
familie, en huishoudleden (iemands “engere sociale inbedding”). Het betekent ook aandacht
voor de meervoudige rollen en identiteiten die mensen in hun leven hebben—waarvoor ik
de term “meervoudige inbedding” hanteer. De etnische identiteit van immigranten is er
slechts één uit meerdere, evenals hun ondernemersidentiteit. Kortom, ik stel dat een kritischer analyse van zowel de brede als engere sociale inbedding van immigranten en van hun
interactieve en dynamische persoonlijke identiteitsvorming nodig is om hun ondernemerschap te kunnen begrijpen.
In hoofdstuk 3 bespreek ik de methodologische aspecten van het onderzoek. Ik operationaliseer de centrale onderzoeksvragen aan de hand van typologieën van wat mensen kan motiveren om een onderneming te beginnen en van de doelstellingen die zij met hun bedrijf
kunnen nastreven. De motieven worden opgesplitst in push en pull factoren, respectievelijk
negatieve en positieve beslissingsfactoren. Doelstellingen vallen uiteen in doelstellingen die
de persoon (en zijn/haar familie) achter de onderneming betreffen (“persoonsgebonden”
doelstellingen) en doelstellingen die gerelateerd zijn aan de gewenste ontwikkeling van de
onderneming, de zogenaamde “functiegebonden” of strategische doelstellingen. (Persoonsgebonden doelstellingen worden verder onderscheiden in persoonlijke niet-economische en
persoonlijke economische doelstellingen). Ik verklaar vervolgens dat deze typologieën vooral
als globale richtlijnen dienden in de analyse van de zakelijke beslissingen van de immigranten; om meer diepgang te bereiken werden kwalitatieve, face-to-face diepteinterviews gebruikt. De interviews met de hoofdrolspelers, 29 Filippijnse ondernemers in
Nederland, waren volgens de life history benadering gestructureerd, die respondenten aanmoedigt de belangrijkste gebeurtenissen en ervaringen in hun leven in achtereenvolgende
levensfasen te beschrijven. Als tegenwicht voor het risico van “overplaying agency and
rationality” (Mason 2002, 235) dat inherent is aan de interviewmethode bestond de dataverzameling niet uitsluitend uit deze mondelinge interviews met Filippijnse immigrantenondernemers. Hun persoonlijke verhalen werden aangevuld met informatie uit diverse
andere bronnen, zoals deelname aan sociaal-culturele evenementen, conferenties en themabijeenkomsten, beschouwing van bedrijfswebsites en Filippijnse nieuwsbrieven, en ontmoetingen met andere informanten.
In lijn met het voorstel om een transnationaal perspectief op de mixed embeddedness
van immigranten te nemen, vond veldwerk niet uitsluitend in Nederland plaats. Tussen 2001
en 2005 verbleef ik driemaal in de Filippijnen, elke keer voor enkele maanden. Hier verzamelde ik de “andere kant van het verhaal” voor acht gevallen van wat ik “transnationaal ondernemerschap in engere zin” noem, dat wil zeggen, ondernemingen waarbij familie en/of
vrienden in de Filippijnen persoonlijk betrokken zijn bij de zakelijke activiteiten van de
immigrant. Naast observatie van de dagelijkse activiteiten, gebruikte ik semigestructureerde
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mondelinge interviews en meer informele gesprekken om inzicht te krijgen in de persoonlijke percepties en ervaringen van deze partners in het herkomstland.
Naast een inventarisatie van de basiskenmerken van Filippijns immigrantenondernemerschap is het empirische materiaal op kwalitatieve manier verder geanalyseerd. Dit impliceerde een analyse niet enkel van wat werd gezegd, maar ook van hoe, en in welke context, dingen werden gezegd. Op die manier heb ik geprobeerd de zakelijke activiteiten van
immigranten bovenal te begrijpen in de betekenissen die zij er zelf aan verbinden.
Hoofdstuk 4 vormt het contextuele raamwerk waarbinnen Filippijns ondernemerschap in
Nederland geplaatst en begrepen dient te worden. Ik bespreek hier de oorzaken en kenmerken van de Filippijnse internationale migratie in het algemeen en die van de Filippijnse migratie naar Nederland in het bijzonder, inclusief de opkomst en ontwikkeling van een sociaal-etnische infrastructuur in dit land. Ik beschrijf hoe krachten en condities “van bovenaf”
en “van beneden af” zowel de omvangrijke Filippijnse migratie uit het vaderland als de
voortdurende verbondenheid van Filippijnse emigranten met het herkomstgebied voeden.
Ook al erken ik dat agency geconditioneerd is, ik benadruk dat mensen zelf de agenten zijn
over hun leven—in tegenstelling tot de impressie die veel van de overvloedige academische,
politieke en publieke aandacht voor het Filippijnse migratiefenomeen verspreidt. Tenminste
ten dele als gevolg van de krachtige ethnicized en gendered arbeidsmarktstrategieën van de
Filippijnse overheid en de vervolgens sterk gendered beroepsconcentratie van de “overzeese
Filippinos” wordt deze immigrantengroep (de vrouwen in het bijzonder) vaak in nogal
paternalistische en slachtofferende beelden beschreven. Door zich te richten op een tot dusver vrijwel onopgemerkt aspect van het overzeese bestaan van Filippijnse migranten—hun
ondernemerschap—verschaft dit proefschrift een genuanceerder beeld en ontzenuwt het de
stereotypering van Filippijnse immigranten.
Aansluitend op de “Filippijnse migratie-ervaring” geeft hoofdstuk 5 eerst enkele antwoorden op de vraag waarom Filippijnse immigranten in het algemeen zo weinig interesse in ondernemerschap tonen. Vervolgens geeft het hoofdstuk een schets van Filippijns ondernemerschap in Nederland, zowel van de gehele (maar relatief kleine) cohort van ondernemingen als van de ondernemingen die in de survey betrokken zijn. Aspecten die worden
behandeld betreffen onder meer het aantal ondernemingen, hun rechtsvorm, branchespreiding, en zakelijke succes. Het blijkt dat de typen bedrijfsactiviteiten en de manier van ondernemen van Filippijnse immigranten in Nederland globaal overeenkomen met wat ook wel
het “traditionele immigrantenondernemerschap” genoemd wordt: kleinschalig, vooral in de
dienstensector en handel, en gericht op de behoeften van de eigen etnische groep. Een opmerkelijk en onderscheidend kenmerk is de oververtegenwoordiging van vrouwelijke onderneemsters—van wie er, vervolgens, velen getrouwd zijn met een Nederlander. Aan de
hand van dit kenmerk kunnen de rol van gender en de bijdragen van vrouwen aan ondernemerschap verkend worden, aspecten waar onderzoek naar (immigranten)ondernemerschap
totnogtoe vaak aan voorbij is gegaan (Essers 2008; Marlow, Henry, and Carter 2009). Voorts
bepleit ik in dit hoofdstuk om zakelijk succes ruimer te bezien dan de traditionele criteria
zoals winst, bedrijfsomvang of leeftijd van de onderneming, en om uit te gaan van de betekenissen die de immigranten zelf aan hun zakelijke inspanningen hechten. In die zin is deze
studie niet allereerst geïnteresseerd in de “harde cijfers” die dit hoofdstuk presenteert, maar
meer in de ervaringen en zienswijzen van de immigranten, in de omstandigheden en factoren
die Filippijns immigrantenondernemerschap verklaren, en in de rol die de ondernemers zelf
aan deze activiteit toeschrijven in hun dagelijks leven.
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Deze laatste kwesties worden bestudeerd in hoofdstuk 6 tot en met 10, waarin telkens een
specifieke bedrijfssector centraal staat, respectievelijk de horeca, handel, internationale rekrutering en relatiebemiddeling, de reisbranche, en de zogenaamde Deur-tot-Deur sector. Op
basis van het empirische materiaal bespreek ik in elk hoofdstuk een aantal specifieke bedrijfsstrategieën en belicht ik enkele interacties tussen de ondernemers en hun omgeving. Ik
onderzoek evenwel met name de motieven van de Filippijnse immigranten om hun specifieke onderneming op te zetten en de doelstellingen die zij met hun activiteiten nastreven.
Daarbij poog ik te ontrafelen of en hoe de betekenissen die zij aan hun ondernemerschap
hechten ingebed zijn in een transnationale, in plaats van “slechts” een lokale of nationale,
context. Aldus geven hoofdstuk 6 tot en met 10 stem en gezicht aan de Filippijnse ondernemers, en illustreren zij de diversiteit in de wegen die immigranten naar ondernemerschap
leiden, de verscheidenheid van hun zakelijke activiteiten, en de verschillende en vaak meervoudige functies of betekenissen dat het ondernemer zijn voor hen vervult. Als zodanig belichten deze hoofdstukken aspecten van immigrantenondernemerschap die vaak verborgen
blijven in de gangbare statistieken.
Hoofdstuk 6 richt zich op een “verborgen cluster” van Filippijnse ondernemers in de horeca.
Voornaamste bron van informatie zijn de levensgeschiedenissen van vijf mannen (één restauranthouder, vier pensionhouders) in Amsterdam. Hun verhalen zijn nauw verweven met,
en lijken dan ook sterk op, die van verschillende andere Filippijnse horecaondernemers in
deze regio. In het algemeen bleken Filippijnse ondernemers vrij bekend binnen de eigen etnische gemeenschap in Nederland te zijn; dat geen enkele informant van buiten dit clubje
naar één van deze ondernemers verwees was dus een opvallend gegeven. Een belangrijke
kwestie in dit hoofdstuk is daarmee waarom dit groepje Filippijnse ondernemers onzichtbaar leek te zijn voor hun landgenoten. Het antwoord op deze vraag betreft een aspect van
identiteit dat tot dusver vrijwel genegeerd is in studies van immigrantenondernemerschap:
iemands seksuele geaardheid. De mannen in dit hoofdstuk hielden zich bewust afzijdig van
hun landgenoten in het vestigingsland—en van de Filippijnen—vanwege de beperkte acceptatie of zelfs afwijzing, door hun ouders en hun herkomstsamenleving in het algemeen, van
hun homoseksualiteit. Het was hun homoseksualiteit, meer dan hun etnische herkomst, die
ten grondslag lag aan hun levenservaringen—inclusief de zakelijke—en aan hun onderlinge
band in Nederland. Deze bevindingen vormen een tegenwicht voor de neiging in de literatuur over immigrantenondernemerschap om de solidariteit en steun tussen immigranten
eenvoudigweg als een uiting van etnisch-culturele voorkeuren of waarden te beschouwen.
Bovendien benadrukken de bevindingen dat, in tegenstelling tot het populaire idee, niet alle
immigranten “transnationalen” zijn die tegelijkertijd “hier en daar” leven; de mannen in dit
hoofdstuk bouwden—en boden anderen—nadrukkelijk een huis “weg van thuis.”
De volgende hoofdstukken laten evenwel een ander beeld zien; in het algemeen tonen zij aan
hoe een onderneming juist een belangrijk middel voor immigranten kan zijn om verbonden
te blijven, in concrete of ingebeelde zin, aan hun herkomstland.
Zo illustreert hoofdstuk 7 hoe immigranten handel gebruiken om hun klanten, en zichzelf,
thuis te laten voelen in het vestigingsland. Door hun etnisch-culturele aanbod geven Filippijnse immigranten “a taste of home away from home,” en integreren zij aldus iets van het
oude in het nieuwe thuis. Zelf goederen importeren uit de Filippijnen werd alom beschouwd
dat het beste te doen, en was derhalve het ideaal van veel van de 14 handelaren (onder wie
slechts één man) wiens verhalen de empirische kern van dit hoofdstuk vormen. Import was
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echter niet voor allemaal weggelegd; dit hoofdstuk geeft inzicht in de bedrijfsstrategieën die
grensoverschrijdende activiteit mogelijk maken. In het algemeen waren de zakelijke verrichtingen in deze sector echter weinig opzienbarend; de kenmerken van de handelsactiviteiten
van Filippijnse immigranten pasten binnen het algemene beeld van immigrantenondernemerschap. Tegelijkertijd kwamen zij sterk overeen met die van vrouwelijk ondernemerschap. Denk hierbij bijvoorbeeld aan de gerichtheid op de behoeften van landgenoten,
het steunen op het eigen sociale netwerk, de kleinschaligheid van de activiteiten, en—specifieker voor vrouwelijke ondernemers—de parttime operaties, die dikwijls vanaf de thuisbasis werden ondernomen.
Desalniettemin zetten de bevindingen aan tot heroverweging van eerdere onderzoeksbevindingen en argumenten, in het bijzonder van die met betrekking tot vrouwelijk ondernemerschap. Ondanks significante vooruitgang in de afgelopen twee decennia in het onderzoek naar de zakelijke activiteiten van vrouwen, merken verschillende auteurs op hoe een
groot deel van de literatuur nog altijd een tamelijk negatief beeld schetst van de redenen die
vrouwen hebben om een onderneming te beginnen en van hun aspiraties in ondernemerschap (Ahl 2006; Fielden et al. 2003; Marlow, Henry, en Carter 2009). Dit hoofdstuk zet
aan tot een positiever begrip van de zakelijke beslissingen en activiteiten van vrouwen. In
plaats van een soort noodoplossing voor conflicterende eisen en verwachtingen ten aanzien
van hun maatschappelijke rollen, was ondernemerschap voor de geïnterviewde Filippijnse
handelaarsters een productieve manier om een sociaal leven in het vestigingsland op te
bouwen, en om de verschillende rollen en identiteiten die zijzelf ambieerden te herwinnen,
te ontwikkelen, en te verenigen.
Hoofdstuk 8 gaat door op de rol die ondernemerschap kan spelen in de zelfontplooiing en
agency van vrouwelijke immigranten. Dit hoofdstuk is gebaseerd op de ervaringen van drie
vrouwelijke Filippijnse immigranten die als “migratiemakelaars” opereren tussen hun herkomst- en vestigingsland, ofwel, als tussenpersonen tussen aspirant-emigranten in de Filippijnen en ontvangende instituties in Nederland. Iets specifieker: ik bespreek hier de bemiddelingsinspanningen van een werfster van verpleegsters, een au pair agente, en een relatiebemiddelaarster. Daarmee is elk van deze vrouwen actief in een conventioneel segment van
de vrouwelijke Filippijnse emigratiemarkt. Alhoewel zij zelf overtuigd waren dat hun activiteiten om “oost en west te verenigen” een win-win situatie voor beide regio’s voortbracht, ga
ik vooral in op de moeilijkheden van commerciële bemiddeling in internationale migratie—
in het bijzonder wanneer dit vrouwen uit ontwikkelingslanden betreft. Dit werkterrein
wordt beheerst door structurele beperkingen in de vorm van migratiewetten, morele debatten, controverse, stereotypen en vooroordelen. Bemiddeling in de komst van verpleegsters,
au pairs en verloofden uit de Filippijnen vergt navigatie tussen discourses over moderne en
traditionele vrouwelijkheid, rijk en arm, en oosterse hoop en westerse achterdocht.
Dit hoofdstuk toont aldus hoe migratiemakelaars en hun zakelijke activiteiten te lijden
hebben onder de, zoals het in de literatuur beschreven wordt, gendered, etnicized, en racialized stereotypen waarin Filippijnse vrouwen dikwijls bekend staan—maar ook hoe deze ondernemers deze stereotypen gebruiken en reproduceren. Tegelijkertijd laten de migratiemakelaars in dit hoofdstuk ook geloven dat hun inspanningen bedoeld zijn om hun
vrouwelijke landgenoten de kans te bieden om hun genderrollen een nieuwe invulling te
geven, en om als het ware zichzelf te herdefiniëren. Gezien dat deze Filippijnse migrantenonderneemsters weloverwogen besloten om zich op dit omstreden en gecompliceerde werkterrein te begeven, symboliseren zij zelf de agency die Filippijnse vrouwen hebben. In die zin
compliceren deze drie vrouwen tenminste “the easy binary between the modern and the
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traditional”(Schaeffer-Grabiel 2004) die feitelijk een belangrijke grondslag van hun zakelijke
activiteiten vormt.
Daar waar ik in hoofdstuk 8 aantoon hoe “de droom van een leven in het buitenland” een
zakelijke kans voor immigranten vormt (alhoewel geen ongecompliceerde), breng ik in
hoofdstuk 9 het voortdurende (terug)verlangen van immigranten naar hun geboortegrond
als een niche voor immigrantenondernemerschap naar voren, in het bijzonder voor reisbureaus die reizen tussen het vestigings- en herkomstland aanbieden en aldus “west en oost
herenigen.” Dit hoofdstuk is gebaseerd op de verhalen van vier Filippijnse migranten in
Nederland—drie vrouwen en één man. Alhoewel de bedrijfsactiviteit in dit hoofdstuk de
organisatie van internationale bewegingen van mensen betreft, gaat de aandacht vooral uit
naar de verschillende manieren waarop de notie van “thuis” de zakelijke activiteiten van
deze ondernemers helpen begrijpen—en vice versa. Het hoofdstuk laat bijvoorbeeld zien
waarom de ene immigrantenondernemer sterker dan de andere inspeelt op de home feelings
van landgenoten. De nadruk ligt echter op hoe het hebben van een reisbureau een rol speelt
in de home feeling en home making van de ondernemers zelf—en hoe hun eigen thuis een rol
speelt in hun ondernemersactiviteiten.
In de laatste zin verwijst “thuis” allereerst naar de intiemere relaties op het huishoudniveau, ofwel naar iemands engere sociale inbedding. Op dit niveau worden de relaties en
rolverdelingen tussen mannen en vrouwen het meest direct en fundamenteel vorm gegeven.
Bevindingen in dit hoofdstuk onderstrepen dat een gender-gevoelige benadering niet alleen
nuttig is om vrouwelijk ondernemerschap maar ook om mannelijk ondernemerschap te begrijpen, een punt waar studies van (immigranten)ondernemerschap vaak aan voorbij gaan.
Ten aanzien van de rol van de onderneming in het persoonlijke home feeling en home making
van de immigrantenondernemers constateer ik dat een reisbureau een uitgelezen manier is
om een “transnationaal leven” te leiden, meerdere affiniteiten te behouden, en een duaal
bestaan op te bouwen. Daar waar immigranten met een reisbureau hun landgenoten helpen
om “naar huis te gaan” of zelfs een “duaal thuis” te bouwen, faciliteren hun bedrijfsactiviteiten dit ook voor henzelf. Aangezien een dergelijke onderneming hen toestaat “waar dan
ook en wanneer dan ook” te reizen, stelt het de ondernemers feitelijk in staat een duaal thuis
op te bouwen dat tegelijkertijd vloeibaarder en meer verankerd is dan het duale thuis dat
het de klanten biedt. Een reisagent zijn, zo redeneer ik, behelst een specifiek soort transnationaliteit: een grotere flexibiliteit in identificatie en beweging buiten de grenzen van het
vestigingsland dan “gewone immigranten” normaalgesproken hebben.
Tot dusver toont het proefschrift hoe veel Filippijnse immigrantenondernemers op de één of
andere manier putten uit en bijdragen aan transnationalisme. In hoofdstuk 10 schuif ik
echter de exploitanten van zogenaamde Deur-tot-Deur diensten (DrDr agenten) naar voren
als transnationale actoren bij uitstek. DrDr agenten vervoeren de cadeaus van migranten
naar hun familie en vrienden in het herkomstland. Ik beargumenteer dat deze DrDr agenten
mogelijk (f)actoren zijn in het veranderen van de aard van de relaties tussen ontvangende en
zendende landen. Deze stelling is gebaseerd op bevindingen uit negen empirische casussen,
en valt uiteen in twee noties: ten eerste, dat DrDr agenten door hun economische activiteiten
de traditionele Filippijnse familierelaties uitdagen en mogelijk veranderen, en ten tweede,
dat zij verdere transnationalisering bevorderen. Deze ondernemers gebruiken zowel Filippijns overheidsbeleid dat erop gericht is de loyaliteit van de overzeese landgenoten te
behouden als cultureel bepaalde normen die emigranten voortdurende verantwoordelijkheid ten aanzien van hun geboortegrond voorschrijven. Deze bedrijfstak is dus bovenal
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gebaseerd op de morele verplichting van immigranten om terug te geven aan hun achtergebleven familie en vrienden. Een interessante bevinding is dan dat Filippijnse immigranten
dit type onderneming ook aangrijpen om een ruilrelatie met de achterblijvers te creëren.
Sommige geïnterviewde DrDr agenten wezen het thuisfront een actief aandeel in de bedrijfsactiviteiten toe, gaven zichzelf daarmee een nieuw soort sociale controle, en transformeerden de traditionele transnationale Filippijnse familieorganisatie in een meer productieve
eenheid. Ook zetten zij aan tot nieuwe bedrijfsactiviteiten in de geboorteplaats en/of gebruikten zij hun DrDr dienst als een handig middel voor hulp aan de thuisgemeenschap, en
om daar zelf enige invloed te kunnen uitoefenen. Op deze manieren creëerden deze ondernemers een transnationale sociale ruimte die uitstijgt boven de “strikt migratiegebaseerde
relaties van eerste generatie migranten” (Faist 2004, 27; eigen vertaling). Aldus toont dit
hoofdstuk hoe een feitelijk zeer eenvoudige bedrijfsactiviteit bijdraagt aan de cultivering,
uitbreiding en zelfs transformatie van de transnationale ruimte. Kennelijk kunnen kleine
ondernemers niet alleen deelnemers in een transnationaal veld zijn, maar ook actieve contribuanten aan de opkomst en consolidatie van wat transnationale gemeenschappen genoemd
kunnen worden.
Dit inzicht rondt de bespreking van de empirische bevindingen af. In hoofdstuk 11 vat ik
vervolgens de belangrijkste uitkomsten van het empirische onderzoek samen en geef ik
aldus antwoord op de onderzoeksvragen. Ook reflecteer ik op het conceptuele voorstel om
een transnationaal perspectief op de mixed embeddedness van immigranten te nemen, en doe
ik diverse suggesties voor toekomstig onderzoek. Het proefschrift besluit met een aantal
opmerkingen over de maatschappelijke relevantie van de bevindingen.
Met betrekking tot de centrale vraag naar de betekenissen die het ondernemer zijn heeft
voor Filippijnse immigranten in Nederland, concludeer ik dat de geïnterviewde immigranten
in het algemeen op een positieve manier aangetrokken werden tot het ondernemerschap.
Voor de meesten van hen was het starten van een eigen bedrijf geen noodoplossing of vlucht.
Evenmin was hun betrokkenheid in de lagere marktsegmenten op te vatten als een teken van
gefrustreerde pogingen om een leven op te bouwen in het vestigingsland, of van verdoemd
zijn tot een marginaal bestaan. Met deze bevindingen neemt deze studie afstand van eerdere
studies die immigrantenondernemerschap wel in dergelijk sombere beelden beschrijven.
Voor de geïnterviewde Filippijnse ondernemers bleken voorts persoonlijke economische
overwegingen en strategische doelstellingen zoals winst, groei of marktaandeel van ondergeschikt belang in hun zakelijke beslissingen; voor het merendeel van hen behelsde ondernemerschap andere waarden en doelstellingen dan het traditionele paradigma dat op
economische maatstaven is gebaseerd. De betekenissen die de ondernemers veelal aan hun
bedrijfsactiviteiten toeschreven, zowel voor zichzelf als in algemenere zin (allereerst met
betrekking tot de eigen landgenoten), cirkelden rondom drie verweven thema’s: aansluiting
vinden, identificatie en representatie, en home making (in emotionele zin) in Nederland. Een
transnationale onderneming zou deze functies, of deze betekenissen, beter dienen dan een
binnenlandse onderneming, aangezien een dergelijke onderneming de ambivalenties die
immigranten kunnen voelen, en de moeilijkheden die zij kunnen ondervinden, bij het aansluiting vinden, zich identificeren en een thuis scheppen in een nieuw land vermindert.
Wat betreft de conceptuele bijdrage van de onderzoeksbevindingen concludeer ik dat
een transnationaal perspectief additioneel inzicht oplevert in 1) de mixed embeddededness
van immigranten, 2) de meervoudige inbedding van immigranten, en 3) de identity negotiations van immigrantenondernemers. Aldus draagt het transnationale perspectief bij aan een
beter begrip van immigrantenondernemerschap. Maar ik erken ook de tekortkoming in de
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definitie van transnationalisme die ik voor dit onderzoek gebruikt heb: transnationalisme
uitsluitend opvatten als de interacties tussen vestigings- en herkomstland negeert de relaties
die immigranten mogelijkerwijs met actoren (vooral met landgenoten) buiten deze twee
landen onderhouden. Daarom stel ik voor in toekomstig onderzoek het transnationale
perspectief uit te breiden van een dergelijk “bilateraal transnationaal” naar een “multilateraal transnationaal” veld (Snel, Engbersen, en Leerkes 2006, 297). Andere mogelijke toekomstige onderzoeksactiviteiten behelzen een vergelijkend onderzoek met ondernemende
Filippijnse migranten elders in de wereld, of met andere vrouwelijke ondernemers in Nederland. Te denken valt ook aan diepgaander onderzoek van de invloed van de zakelijke activiteiten van (vrouwelijke) immigranten op de heersende sociaal-economische ordening en
sociaal-culturele denkbeelden in het herkomstland, in het bijzonder op gendered verwachtingen en de rol(len) van vrouwen in de familie. arrangement
Ik besluit het proefschrift met het pleidooi om vrouwelijke Filippijnse immigranten en
voorts vrouwelijke immigranten of feitelijk immigranten in het algemeen als actieve actoren
te beschouwen, in plaats van als “passieve slachtoffers” of als “economische en culturele
lasten” voor de ontvangende samenleving. Bovendien bepleit ik een optimistischer begrip
van immigrantenondernemerschap—en van vrouwelijk ondernemerschap. Dat optimistischer begrip ontstaat wanneer ondernemerschap als méér dan business (beyond business)
wordt beschouwd: afgezien van hun economische waarde, hebben zakelijke activiteiten
sociale en emotionele waarde—voor de ondernemers en voor de sociale structuren waarin
zij zijn ingebed. Dit brengt me terug naar de vermeende spanning tussen integratie van
immigranten in het vestigingsland en hun voortdurende verbondenheid met het herkomstland: de bevindingen van dit onderzoek suggereren in het algemeen juist een wederzijds
voordelige, in plaats van conflicterende, relatie tussen transnationalisme en integratie. Deze
studie beargumenteert dat de integratie van immigranten in het vestigingsland bevorderd
wordt door hun zakelijke activiteiten—ook, of wellicht zelfs juist, als het primaire doel van
die zakelijke activiteiten is verbonden te blijven met landgenoten en herkomstland. Voortdurende etnisch-culturele identificatie en verlangen naar het herkomstland kan fungeren als de
basis waarop immigranten betekenis geven aan hun bestaan en waarop zij een nieuw leven
bouwen, en kan aldus een middel vormen om een thuis te creëren, en zich thuis te voelen, in
het nieuwe land. Aldus trekt deze studie de houding van terughoudendheid of zelfs afwijzing
van etnisch-culturele verschillen, zoals die vandaag de dag dominant is geworden in ontvangende samenlevingen, sterk in twijfel. Om van immigranten te vragen hun wortels te vergeten—mocht dat überhaupt mogelijk zijn—impliceert dat de ontvangende samenleving
etnisch-culturele rijkdom ontnomen wordt en dat de nieuwkomers een manier om daar een
thuis te scheppen wordt afgenomen.
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